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ABSTRACT
NUESTRAS VOCES, NUESTRAS PA IA BRAS (Our Voices, Our Words):
A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF PUERTO RICAN PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT
SEPTEMBER 2008
BRIAN JOHN RACHMACIEJ, B.A., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE
M.A., AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Kathryn A. McDermott
The purpose of this ethnographic study of Puerto Rican parental involvement was
to understand how Puerto Rican families in Western Massachusetts view public education
and participate in their children’s educational experience. Although many studies look at
parental involvement within white and non-marginalized families, only a few studies
examine Puerto Rican parental involvement and the home environments of Puerto Rican
families and how they support their child’s education (Hine, 1992; Nieto, 1995, 2000).
This study examines three distinct groups of Puerto Rican families with differing
employment and income levels. For this study, the researcher interviewed twenty two
Puerto Rican families. These families were either from the lower socioeconomic class,
working class, or the professional class as determined by their employment and income.
An ethnographic/qualitative research methodology was used within this research
study, and this allowed the researcher to understand not only the participants’ words but also
the unique influences of both the community and neighborhoods in which the participants
lived and raised their children. Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews and
observations of the families over a period of six months.
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The project's findings reveal that there are both similarities and differences between
the three different social classes. This study highlights the importance of family
relationships, bilingualism and biculturalism and Puerto Rican cultural pride as the central
themes and findings that emerged within my study. Additionally, social class affected both
the family’s personal perceptions of their own skills and knowledge regarding their
ability to support their children’s education. Families with lower social economic class
status were less likely to reach out to school staff and to question teachers given their
perception that they did not have the same formal training or education as the teachers.
However, families with greater income and education levels interacted more regularly,
directly, and critically with school staff through actively engaging in dialogue with their
child’s teachers. To a greater degree, families with working class or professional class
employment and incomes were able to operationalize or to name specific skills and
knowledge that they could provide as parents to their children at home that would support
their school experience.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In order to ground my dissertation, I provide the reader this introduction to
explain how a white male of working class parents who grew up in all white suburban
middle class neighborhoods came to be interested in the Puerto Rican community.
My work with Puerto Rican families began in the late 1980’s after my aunt moved
to the Holyoke Housing Authority. During this time, I was working as a lifeguard at the
Westfield YMCA which is a suburban YMCA that was close to my home. 1 was teaching
swim lessons to the youth at the YMCA. I enjoyed working with these youths who were
from mostly white, two parent families. Having grown up in a largely while rural
community, I had little contact with diversity. I had no African-American or Black or
Latino friends. My school had no African-American or Black or Latino students. For this
reason, when I would visit my aunt, I found the Puerto Rican families very different from
my own neighbors and friends.
I remember reading in the newspapers that large numbers of Puerto Rican families
recently arrived in the area looking for employment and new beginnings for themselves
and their families. I observed that many of my aunt's new neighbors were Puerto Rican.
During my visits to my aunt’s home, I was intrigued and fascinated by these Puerto Rican
families, their different clothes, and their different language. The unique smells of the
food that was being cooked in their homes drifted through the projects. I found myself
wanting to be able to ask questions of the Puerto Rican youths and families, but I did not
speak Spanish. Thus, I was unable to communicate with them, since they did not speak
English well.
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I would visit my aunt almost weekly. During my visits to my aunt's home, I
observed that the public housing was in very poor condition, and that the children did not
have any organized activities within the housing projects. 1 saw many younger children at
the projects that had no educational or recreational activities to occupy their lree time, as
the suburban youth did at the Westfield YMCA. 1 decided that I would write a proposal
to the Holyoke Housing Authority to create youth programming similar to the work that I
was doing at the YMCA. My proposal was accepted, and this began my work with the
Holyoke Housing Authority.
My first task was to develop a relationship with the local tenant president who
was white and a long-time resident of the public housing project. She was open to
allowing me to use the recreation hall on Saturdays for youth programming. We agreed
that 1 would offer arts and crafts, games, and cooking classes to the local children, in
addition to field trips to local sites. I prepared for my first Saturday feeling scared and
nervous regarding my new program and my work with these families, given that I knew
little about them.
Most importantly, I did not share a common language with them. I quickly
realized that encouraging children to participate would not be difficult, but it was a
challenge to structure the activities and to have a safe, organized program without a
shared language. Puerto Rican parents would come to the center, and I could not greet
them. If a child was not listening, I could not explain to the parent what had happened or
how we could work together to correct the behavior. They could not understand me, and I
could not understand them. I relied on older brothers and sisters to help me with

translating, but I fell very frustrated that I could not communicate directly with many of
the children and their parents.
Parents were very supportive and would bring snacks that they had made for the
children, and they would thank me for organizing the activities. They would bring typical
Puerto Rican fried foods such as alcapurrias (fried mashed plantains with ground beef)
or rellenos (fried mashed potatoes with ground beef), in addition to, other homemade
traditional Puerto Rican fried snacks that tasted so good. These new tastes intrigued me,
and I wanted to be able to show my appreciation to the mothers who had made them.
Some parents would invite me to their homes after the program; they would prepare
coffee and serve it to me in their best china. I was fascinated by the colors in their homes.
The families were so friendly and appreciative of the work that I was doing with their
children. I felt very accepted although I did not share their language or understand their
culture.
Even though I did not speak the language or understand the Puerto Rican culture,
these families would welcome me into their homes, and they treat me with a great deal of
warmth, kindness, and respect. They would prepare their food, then motion for me to
come to the table and eat with them. The older children in the homes would explain to me
what the food was called, and they would explain to me how the homemade food was
prepared. I wanted so much to be able to communicate with the families in their
language. In many cases, I felt as though I was viewed as a member of many of these
families and I wanted to be able to fully share in the conversations and discussions
without having to use a child as a translator. I wanted to be able to understand the music
and the culture. I realized that I needed to learn the Spanish language.
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program called Tertulia (Chat) was a Spanish/English bilingual program that had topics
of interest to the Latino community in Western Massachusetts. I bought myself a Spanish
language book, and I tried to teach myself Spanish. My goal was to try and learn 10
words each week. I would chose words and phrases that 1 could use on Saturday with the
children and families to show them that 1 was interested in their language and culture. I
would greet the parents in Spanish by saying, Como estas? (How are you?). I hoped that
this would show my respect and desire to learn more regarding their Puerto Rican culture
and their Spanish language. 1 would ask parents to prepare typical snacks for the children,
and 1 would ask them to teach me how to prepare their food. 1 asked them to explain the
lyrics of Spanish songs, and I asked them to tell me about Puerto Rico and the towns that
they lived in on the island.
Initially, it was very difficult to communicate without a common language.
However, 1 found that through reaching out and asking questions regarding the lives of
the families they were more willing to become involved in my program and to support
the involvement of their children in my program. I found myself learning a great deal and
becoming more and more fascinated with the Puerto Rican culture and people. I did not
understand the anger that many white people felt about these Puerto Rican families and
their desire to continue to speak Spanish and to maintain their Puerto Rican culture. I
recognized that although my family has Polish ancestry, we did not speak Polish;
however, we did maintain strong Polish customs particularly regarding Polish food and
holiday celebrations. Not only did I find myself gaining a fuller understanding and
respect for the Puerto Rican culture through my work, but my own immersion into the
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Puerto Rican culture also gave me a greater appreciation for my own Polish heritage,
roots, and identity.
1 grew beyond those high school years and worked for the next twenty years as a
community based clinician and educational administrator in Western Massachusetts. I
have observed teachers and administrators talk about the lack of Puerto Rican parental
involvement in our public schools. In my more recent work as an educational advocate in
the Massachusetts Juvenile Courts, I spent time with Puerto Rican families and their
children who were struggling within the public school system. Educational advocates
assist families in making educational decisions in the best interests of their children.
Advocates review a child's current educational placement, meet with school
representatives, and help the family to decide which services arc needed and how to
secure the needed services in order for their child to be successful in school. I realized
that many educators who work with Puerto Rican families in public schools do not
understand the Puerto Rican culture and do not speak the Spanish language; thus they
lack both the knowledge of the culture and the language skills to effectively engage
Puerto Rican parents.
1 have observed that school staff are quick to provide criticisms regarding what
Puerto Rican parents should do to improve their child's behavior or academic success, yet
educators do not see the parents as resources for their children. On the contrary, most
school staff sees the parent as the problem. Frequently, I observed that the focus of the
discussion with school staff was on what the parents needed to change so that their child
would be academically successful. This focus develops a tension between the educator
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and ihe parent; it supports a deficit model rather than a strength based model ol looking at
parental involvement (Freire, 1984, 1994; Valenzuela, 1999b).
This tension is observed within the school setting in a variety of ways. When
schools are confronted about their lack of cultural sensitivity or lack of respect shown to
Puerto Rican parents, they tend to respond in a defensive way. They may place the blame
on the parents, or they may have expectations for the parents that the parents are not
capable of following through with, given their limited language proficiency and formal
schooling. Schools" defensive responses may illuminate educators' lack of knowledge
regarding the families themselves and their home environments. Although educators
desire Puerto Rican parental involvement, they do not want to share the decision making
with Puerto Rican parents. This creates a ‘disconnect’ between schools and Puerto Rican
parents which may promote disengagement. When educators attempt to establish an
unequal relationship with Puerto Rican parents they take the stance of being ‘the expert’
while the Puerto Riean parent may feel that the educator is talking down to them and not
valuing their input.
Educators may approach Puerto Rican parental involvement from this perspective
because of increased demands of educational reform coupled with the fear of losing
control of the decision making process within the school environment. Teachers and
administrators have many competing demands placed upon them due to the increased
accountability and reporting requirements of educational reform initiatives (NCLB,
2001). Thus, they may not feel that they have the time or they may not see that investing
their time encouraging Puerto Rican parental involvement may be a valuable intervention
to improve academic outcomes for their Puerto Rican students. It may also be that the
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educators’ lack of relevant cultural knowledge, combined with the inability to
communicate with Puerto Rican parents directly results in educators failure to understand
personally the factors that contribute to the lack of Puerto Rican parental involvement.
Researchers dedicated to understanding parental involvement suggest that
educators may not understand the socio-economic challenges and backgrounds of the
children (Epstein and Dauber, 1991; Rothstein, 2004). Other researchers point to the
importance of social capital or the specific skills and knowledge that parents need to
support their child’s education rather than the importance of cultural understanding and
knowledge. For example, educators may feel that a middle class Puerto Rican family has
a right to question the teacher given their social class and formal schooling, while a lower
socioeconomic class family should listen to the teacher as the expert given their lower
social class and fewer years of formal schooling .
These tensions between educators and Puerto Rican parents, along with the
extremely low academic success levels for Puerto Rican students, have motivated me to
examine Puerto Rican families and parental involvement. The deficit models that some
educators use to describe Puerto Rican parental involvement fail to engage Puerto Rican
parents within the school system; these models support a traditional hegemonic power
base in which dominant cultures define parental involvement for non-dominant cultures
(Moore and Cuellar, 1972; Epstein and Dauber, 1991; Freire, 1984, 1994).
Responding to the underachievement of Puerto Rican students within the United
States, this qualitative study draws on data from interviews with 22 Puerto Rican families
with three different types of employment and income levels to analyze how Puerto Rican
parents view their children's education and how they perceive their own role in
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supporting their children’s education. Puerto Rican families’ voices have only been
present in a few recent research studies (Antrop-Gonzalez, 2005; Hine, 1992; Nieto,
1995, 2000; Flores, 2000). This current study strives to build on the contributions of prior
researchers committed to understanding both Puerto Rican lamilies and the educational
experience of Puerto Rican students.
In Chapter 2, I present background information and data that frames and presents
the reader both the importance and urgency of my study.
The literature review in Chapter 3 will guide the reader through theoretical
constructs that provide a framework for understanding both familial social capital and a
review of the current family and parental involvement research that primarily focuses on
findings from United States white families or Mexican families living throughout the
Western coast of the United States. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the research design and
methodology for my study, which will help the reader to understand how I developed the
study and the factors that led me to select a qualitative, ethnographic study design.
Chapter 5 describes and presents to the reader important data that contributes to the
reader’s understanding of the setting and population.
Chapters 6, 7, and 8 present findings from each of the three different groups of
families. Chapter 9 compares and contrasts the findings from the three groups of families.
The dissertation closes with future directions for research and implications for
interventions that may promote increased engagement of Puerto Rican families with
schools and educators.
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CHAPTER II
BACKROUNI) OF THE PROBLEM
Introduction
In the United States today, Latino students show consistent underachievement and
negative educational outcomes when they are compared to African-American or Black,
White, or Asian students (NAEP, 2006; Massachusetts Department of Education, 2006).
Puerto Rican educational data parallels the findings cited for other Latino groups. Puerto
Rican students lag far behind their white peers. They are marked by consistent academic
underachievement at all levels and have much lower school completion rates than their
white peers. School dropout rates in Massachusetts are highest in the two cities with the
highest percentages of Puerto Rican students. Among urban districts, Holyoke's 2004
dropout rate of 11.1 percent was second only to Lawrence's 11.2 percent dropout rate
(Massachusetts Department of Education, 2004). The Latino population is a young group
(Davis, Haub, and Willctte, 1983), and many of the Latinos enrolled in United States
public schools are not completing high school (National Association of Educational
Progress, 2006). Given the negative trend in school completion and the youthfulness of
the Latino population, Latino underachievement is of serious concern to educators.

Latinos in the United States
In the United Slates, the Latino population accounts for 13% of the total
population, or approximately 35.5 million people and is the fastest growing population
(Diaz, 1984, Hodgkinson; 1985). 22 % of babies born in the United States in 2003 were
Hispanic, for a total of 912,329 children (Garcia, 2007). In Western Massachusetts,
Hampden County has more than 80,000 Latinos (United States Census, 2003). Most
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demographic studies do not allow the various Latino subgroups to identity themselves
individually by ethnicity. For example, many surveys use the generic terms “Latino" or
“Hispanic”. Given that Latino and Hispanic arc not racial categories, it forces many
different ethnic groups to be represented with only two words lading to recognize the
heterogeneous nature of the Latino/Hispanic community which has members that would
consider themselves white, Afro-American, or represented only by identification with
two or more racial groups (Conchas, 2001; Noguera, 2003; Pollack, 2004). Therefore, it
is difficult to calculate the exact populations of the various subgroups that are represented
in many surveys. Mexicans are the largest Latino group in the Untied States. However,
Puerto Ricans are the second largest group of Latinos within the continental United States
(Institute for Puerto Rican Policy, 1992).
Puerto Rican Undcrachicvcmcnt in Western Massachusetts
In Massachusetts, Puerto Ricans are the largest Latino group (Gaston Institute,
2006). This pattern is reflected in the Greater Springfield area. In 2006 the American
Community Survey by the United States Census Bureau stated that 53.3 percent of the
City of Springfield population was made up of Latino and African-American or Black
residents. The largest group of people of color was Hispanics and Latinos, who made up
32.4 percent of the population. African-American or Blacks accounted for 20.9 percent of
the population, and Asians accounted for only 2.1 percent of Springfield's population.
Whites accounted for the other 52.4 percent. 1
There are large achievement gaps documented between Latino, African-American
or Black, and white students’ educational achievement (MDOE, 2006). These gaps

1 It is noted that the totals add up to more than 100 percent, because some people identify
as members of two or more racial groups.
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support the timeliness of this study on Puerto Rican parental involvement given the
established need to identify empirical methods that will contribute to closing these gaps.
Investigating how Puerto Rican families perceive their role in supporting their child’s
school and education may provide important information for educators who desire to
improve the academic success for Puerto Rican students. Academic success currently is
defined solely by scores on state standardized tests and the failure of large groups of
Latino students, primarily Puerto Rican students in Massachusetts, to obtain passing
scores has become a critical topic for Massachusetts school administrators and educators
who are striving to meet adequate yearly progress for large groups of lower
socioeconomic class minority students in their schools who are at or below the poverty
line. Educational data has shown that students from poor homes do not achieve as well as
their peers from more economically advantaged home environments (Rothstein, 2004).
Both Springfield and Holyoke are cities with some of the highest poverty rates within the
State of Massachusetts. Given that Puerto Rican students are some of the poorest
minority students, their test scores reflect Rothstein’s research given that disproportionate
numbers of Puerto Rican students are failing standardized tests that are required for
graduation, and they have higher high school drop out rates than their white and Asian
peers (NAEP, 2006).
Information from the U.S. Census shows this significant trend (see Appendix A).
In 2004 only 57.3% of Latino males and 59.5% of Latino females completed four years
or more of high school (compared to 85.3% of white males and 86.3% of white females
who completed four or more years of high school). Latino students also have the lowest
college graduation rate among African-Americans, Asians, Latinos and Caucasians.

A History of Puerto Rican Undcrachievemcnt in Holyoke, Massachusetts
A trend in Puerto Rican undcrachievemcnt was identified over a decade ago.
Frau-Ramos and Nieto (1993) reported a Puerto Rican dropout rate of 72% in Holyoke,
Massachusetts. Carter and Wilson (1996) reported that only 56% of Puerto Ricans aged
18-24 in the United States had obtained a high school diploma, while 11% of AfricanAmericans and 82% of whites in that age range had obtained their diplomas. It is clear
that the dropout rates and low high school completion rates for Puerto Rican students
highlight the failure of public schools to actively engage Puerto Rican students.
Although Massachusetts dropout rates for Latinos have improved, these students are not
graduating from high school at the same four year graduation rates as their white or Asian
peers.
Parenting and Puerto Rican Undcrachievemcnt
Despite the wealth of data at national, state, and local levels, few empirical studies
have identified factors or provided research-based interventions to improve the
educational outcomes and academic achievement of Latino and Puerto Rican students.
Perhaps one issue that affects such research is that opinions differ regarding the root
causes of the achievement gap (Jeynes, 2005; Moles, 1993; Scribner, 1999).
Factors influencing the gap are numerous. If schools are to address and reduce the
underachievement of Puerto Rican students, research suggests that schools must support
both the student and his or her family given the impact of parent behavior on the
developing child (Laosa, 1982). Some researchers identify the root cause of the
achievement gap as inadequate parenting, which leads to poorly prepared students citing
social class differences in parenting as evidence (Hyslop, 2000). These researchers
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believe that students who are of lower socioeconomic status face challenges driven by
their socioeconomic status and that these challenges interfere with their academic success
(Hyslop, 2000). They cite social class variables that appear to prevent lower
socioeconomic class parents from feeling effective when communicating their ideas to
the school administration because of language or education barriers. Parental behavior
and the home environment have important consequences for a child’s development. For
example, Fernandez and Niesen (1986) found that students’ ability to communicate
effectively in both English and Spanish was positively related to academic achievement,
while the frequent use of Spanish at home had a negative relationship to academic
achievement. This research supports the importance of the home environment as an
important teaching and learning setting for practicing language and developing strong
language based communication skills. If families exclusively communicate at home in a
language different from the language within the school environment then their children
may not be able to reinforce and practice the skills learned at school which would
promote higher order thinking and reasoning.
Few studies have examined collecting data from Puerto Rican parents regarding
their perception of their role and contribution to their children’s education. For this
reason, the primary research questions addressed within my study can be summarized by:
How do three different groups of Puerto Rican families with different income and
education view the education of their children? Secondly, how do the Puerto Rican
parents within this study perceive their role in supporting their children’s education?
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Purpose of‘ the Study
The purpose of this ethnographic study was to examine parental involvement in
twenty-two Puerto Rican families that were divided into three different social class
groupings (lower socioeconomic class, working class, and professional class) as
determined by employment and income levels.
Lower socioeconomic class families, defined as those in which adults were
unemployed and had low levels of formal schooling, lived primarily within public
housing, and they were dependent on state financial support entirely for their income and
insurance. As a group they were not high school graduates and had the lowest levels of
formal schooling of all the groups in the study. Generally, adults in most working class
families were employed in the service sector or within jobs that required little technical
training. They had at least a high school diploma while others had some technical training
or college course work completed but they had not obtained beyond an associate’s
degree. Most working class families did not own their own homes. They were employed
in semiskilled jobs such as medical assistants, teacher’s aides, and preschool assistant
teachers. The professional class families, defined as having parents whose employment
required a college degree or graduate degree, tended to be homeowners and to have at
least a bachelor’s degree with some possessing a master’s degree. They tended to be
employed in middle management supervisory positions, or leadership positions.
My research examined these three distinct groups of Puerto Rican families and
their unique relationship to their children's education through their own voices and
words. Specifically, my research sought to more fully understand how the families
perceive their parental role and its relationship to their children’s education. Parent
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involvement can he defined in many ways, from helping with homework to assisting in
the classroom. Some educators believe that Puerto Rican/Latino parents do not care about
their children's school success because they are not involved in school activities in the
same ways as other parents. However, research shows that Latino parents care very much
about their children’s education (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch,
Greenfield, & Quiroz, 2001). Trumball et al. surveyed Latino parents who reported
setting high academic goals for their children. The researchers found that “studies of
immigrant Latino families have repeatedly shown that parents are highly interested in
being involved in their children's education” (Trumball et ah, 2001, p. 32).
When there is confusion about parental caring and involvement, it can lead to
misunderstanding on the part of both parents and teachers (Valenzuela, 1999; Scribner,
Young, & Pedroza, 1999; Antrop-Gonzalez, 2005). This confusion becomes even more
complex when a variety of cultural views are present (Trumbull et al., 2001). According
to Ascher (1988),
Parent involvement may easily mean quite different things to people. It
can mean advocacy: parents sitting on councils and committees, participating in
the decisions and operation of schools. It can mean parents serving as classroom
aides, accompanying a class on an outing, or assisting teachers in a variety of
other ways, either as volunteers or for wages. It can also conjure up images of
teachers sending home notes to parents, or of parents working on bake sales and
other projects that bring schools much needed support. Increasingly, parent
involvement means parents initiating learning activities at home to improve their
children’s performance in school: reading to them, helping them with homework,
playing educational games, discussing current events, and so on (p. 109).

If perceptions about parent involvement are different for teachers and parents, it
would follow that the goals for parent involvement could also be quite different for
parents and teachers. Based on interviews with teachers in high performing Hispanic
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schools in Texas, Scribner ct al. (1999) found that teachers defined parent involvement as
participation in formal activities, such as school events and meetings, or working as a
teacher assistant or tutor. In contrast, in their interviews with parents, the researchers
found that Latino parents described their role as “checking homework assignments,
reading and listening to children read, obtaining tutorial assistance, providing nurturance,
instilling cultural values, talking with children, and sending them to school well fed,
clean, and rested" (Scribner et al., p.37).
While teachers saw parent involvement as a means of improving student
academic achievement, Latino parents viewed their involvement as “a means of
supporting the total well-being of the children" (Scribner et al., p. 37). This study
illustrates an important difference between teachers’ and Latino parents' understandings
of parent involvement and shows that these underlying differences may need to be
explained carefully to educators.
1 chose to study families with different employment levels and income because of
the likelihood that they would have different levels or types of familial social capital.
Social capital is the skills or knowledge that families possess that helps them to support
their child's education. I was interested in finding out whether differences in social
capital result in differing levels of parental school involvement or whether the three
groups of families face similar challenges relative to their children’s education, even
though their social classes and social capital arc quite different. The puipose of this study
was to understand how these three groups ol Puerto Rican families view education, their
relationship with their children's schools, and their role in supporting their children's
education. Specifically, this study sought to answer the following questions:
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1.

How does a small group of Puerto Rican parents with different types of
employment, income levels, and social class view public education?
Given the differences in employment, income levels, and social class in
the three groups of families, what arc the similarities and differences
between the three different groups with regard to their parental
involvement in their child's education? What themes emerge from the
interviews with the families?

3.

What factors may encourage or discourage a Puerto Rican parent’s
involvement in their children’s school and education?

4.

What do Puerto Rican parents of different socioeconomic classes do that
they understand as contributing to their children’s school and education?
Significance of the Study

David Driscoll, former Stale Commissioner for the Massachusetts Department of
Education, has stated that “parent involvement needs to be improved within our schools”
(Driscoll, Address to State Advisory Council Members, 2006). Furthermore, research
suggests that students who have parents who are involved in their education may achieve
more than peers who lack parent involvement (Barnard, 2004; Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes,
2005).
The majority of prior educational research regarding Latinos contains primarily
samples of Mexican or Mexican-American families, rather than Puerto Ricans . This
study contributed to a greater understanding of how specifically Puerto Rican parents
view the education of their children and how they perceive their roles in supporting their
child's education.
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By focusing on three different groups of Puerto Rican families, this study sought
to more fully understand the Puerto Rican families and their relationships with their
children's education. Lastly, this study examined the specific parental behaviors of each
group that impact their children’s education. By examining the specific attitudes and
behaviors that these parents use to support their children’s education, I hope to provide
educators and other professionals with a better understanding of how to engage Puerto
Rican parents and improve educational outcomes for Puerto Rican students. By
improving educators’ understanding of Puerto Rican parents, educators will be better
equipped to engage Puerto Rican parents. Improved communication between educators
and Puerto Rican parents may support increased student engagement and subsequently
improved student outcomes.
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CHAPTER III
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
A large body of research analyzes the role of families in supporting academic
outcomes for their children (Marjoribanks, 1970; Laosa, 1982 Ballesteros, 1986; Hinc,
1995; Valenzuela, 1999; Gaitan-Delgado, 2004; Antrop-Gonzalez, 2005; Epstein and
Sheldon, 2006). While research concludes that parents and the home contribute
significantly to a child’s academic achievement, the largest body of literature studies
white families, and the Latino research generally focuses on Mexican families. There is a
need for research that investigates how Puerto Ricans, the second largest group of Latinos
in the United States, view education and how they perceive their own role in supporting
their child’s educational success.
This chapter reviews the literature on 1) Voluntary immigrants and involuntary
minorities, 2) family involvement research, 3) social class and parental Involvement 4)
cultural differences in parental involvement, and 5) familial social capital. These
frameworks provide a theoretical rationale for the study.
Voluntary Immigrants and Involuntary Minorities
Although Hispanics and Latinos are seen as one large group of Spanish-speaking
individuals, ethnic and racial groups are not monolithic but rather complex and diverse
(Conchas, 2001; Noguera, 2003; Pollack, 2004). Although Mexican-American families
and Puerto Rican families are grouped as Latinos or Hispanics, they both have different
factors that influence their acculturation to the United States. Some of these differences
include immigration status, geographic closeness of family supports, access to education,
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and historical differences in immigration or mig ration pattern. According to Ogbu, the
historical differences in an ethnic group’s incorporation to the United Slates impact their
perception of opportunities and their opportunity for future success within their new
homeland (Ogbu, 1978). For example, Puerto Rico’s incorporation into the United States
was a result of the United Slates winning the Spanish American War. The Puerto Rican
people did not have a voice in becoming a colony of the United States. Thus, Puerto
Ricans would be considered by Ogbu as an involuntary minority. Involuntary minorities
tend to assume an oppositional relationship with the dominant culture due to their
perception that the dominant majority places limits on their own opportunity for success
and undervalues their culture, language, or beliefs. This oppositional relationship or
resistance has the purpose of rejecting the social identity of the dominant group while
protecting their own group membership and identity. Puerto Ricans are unique in their
status as involuntary minorities given that the colonial history of Puerto Rico and its
present day relationship to the United States. This early colonial history continues to
impact Puerto Rican's perceptions regarding their potential for success in their new
homeland (Memmi, 1972). Specifically, Ogbu's theory of voluntary immigrants and
involuntary minorities helps to explain differences in academic success based on the
immigrant’s relationship to the dominant group within their homeland. Given many
involuntary minorities such as Puerto Ricans were subjected to systematic exploitation
and subjugation at the hands of dominant groups in their homelands; they fail to
anticipate a better tomorrow when they arrive to their new homeland. Thus, involuntary
minorities may view schools as large systems that will continue to subjugate and limit
their potential. In contrast. Voluntary immigrants may share the same difficult histories of
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subjugation within their homelands; however, they believe that their new homeland will
offer them greater economic and social opportunity. They view themselves as being
better off in their new country and anticipate a brighter future for themselves and their
children (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). Voluntary immigrant families may experience greater
success than members of involuntary minority groups. Voluntary immigrants may have to
learn a new language and may experience some discrimination; however, the
discrimination by the dominant culture does not subordinate them or affect their ability to
be suecessful within the dominant culture. However, the central difference being that
involuntary minorities arrived in their host country through slavery or colonization, and
they view certain characteristics of the dominant culture as not acceptable and
detrimental to their own culture. Thus, the involuntary minority develops certain
secondary cultural characteristics that may be observed as oppositional but that are
designed to maintain the involuntary minority’s social and cultural well being. This
opposition or resistance is not neeessarily negative given that it is the involuntary
minority group member’s attempts 1) To maintain their cultural and social identity 2) To
respond to what they perceive as the dominant groups oppression and discrimination.
Cultural differences and language may influence real or perceived conflicts between the
dominant culture and involuntary minority member given the complicated cultural and
linguistic differences which make communication difficult given the absence of both
cultural knowledge and a common language.
Ogbu’s seminal thinking about involuntary minorities has described the identity
of the person as being a product of their status as an involuntary minority which is
developed through the history of incorporation with their new homeland (Gibson &
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Ogbu, 1991). Ogbu’s theories may explain why Puerto Ricans continue to maintain their
language and culture because they perceive the dominant culture as not valuing their
identity and culture as Puerto Ricans. They may feel disrespected by the dominant group.
Thus, they may hold even tighter to their culture and Puerto Rican identity in order to
maintain and protect their culture and social identity. Puerto Ricans maintain this identity
rather than the identity of their new home culture given that their opposition to their new
homeland is a form of resistance against what they perceive as oppression. This
discrimination makes them feel unwelcome in their new homeland.
Puerto Ricans have developed a strong cultural identity in order to resist the
oppression that they perceive would be detrimental to their own culture (Gibson & Obgu,
1991). For example, one of the effects of the colonization of Puerto Rico was the attempt
to Americanize the island through the requirement that English be established as the
official language. Historically, Puerto Ricans have strongly held on to both their culture
and language throughout their arrival to the continental United States. Ogbu’s
framework for involuntary minorities may explain the importance for Puerto Ricans to
maintain their ties with the island of Puerto Rico. Puerto Ricans may perceive a
weakened tie to the island as detrimental to their cultural identity thus they have resisted
oppression by the dominant group culture through maintaining ties with La lsla (Puerto
Rico). This reinforces their Orgullo Boricua (Puerto Rican Pride) and a strong Puerto
Rican identity (Ogbu, 1978, Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). In summary, the importance of
maintaining a strong Puerto Rican cultural identity and Spanish language proficiency
may be a response that results from Puerto Ricans perceiving or experiencing
discrimination by the dominant culture thus as a healthy response they seek: 1) to

maintain their cultural identity or Orgullo Boricua and 2) to maintain their first language
(Spanish). This is relevant to my research given that Puerto Ricans families live in a
dynamic bicultural existence which influences their potential for success within the
continental United States (Flores, 2000). This existence may not be resolved or need to be
resolved, but it should be understood by educators and individuals as they interact with
Puerto Rican students or attempt to engage the Puerto Rican community.
Family Involvement Research
A number of influential studies document the strong effect that families have on
the achievement of their children (Coleman, 1975, 1990; Epstein, Croates, Salinas,
Sanders & Simon 1997; Kcllaghan, Sloane, Alvarez, & Bloom 1993; Finn 1998; Sheldon,
2005). Evidence shows a strong connection between parent and family involvement in
schools and their children’s academic achievement, attendance, attitude, and continued
edueation (Henderson & Berla, 1994; Hickman, 1996). Some researchers have gathered
data from semi-structured interviews with parents (Marjoribanks, 1979, 1987), while
others have collected their data from the students themselves (Tavani & Losh, 2004).
Others have used academic information, interviews with students and information from
their families (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Hine, 1995); qualitative methods have also
contributed understanding differences in social class between families (Lareau, 1994,
2000, 2003). All evidence suggests that differences in family involvement do contribute
to achievement differences among children.
Research has also documented the challenges that all families face when they
choose to become involved in their children's schools. One challenge is seen right away,
when families bring their child to register for school. If the family does not feel that the

school climate (the social and educational atmosphere of a school) is welcoming, they
may feel less inclined to become involved. Some research (Comer & Haynes, 1992;
Epstein & Dauber, 1993) suggests a connection between the school climate and the extent
to which parents and families are involved in their children's education. They found that
when schools create a positive school climate by reaching out to families and providing
structures for them to become involved, effective school-family partnerships are
enhanced. Such partnerships connect families and schools to help children succeed in
school and in their future.
Historically, family involvement within schools has been seen by many educators
as supporting student academic success through parents chaperoning field trips and
baking for school bake sales. Some schools believe that they have little control over the
manner in which students spend their out-of-school time, so they choose to focus on in¬
school interventions that are within their control. In many schools, interventions focus on
the role of the teacher as “the expert," who must actively impart knowledge to their
students. Often, teachers would like parents to show their support by holding their
children accountable for homework and appropriate classroom behavior. Teachers see
themselves as doing the hard work and content based skill-building with their students.
For this reason, educators might seek a parental partnership that recognizes their
“expertise" as a teacher. Educators may want parents to support, not question their
approach.
Epstein (2001) and Sheldon (2005) stated that families need good, clear
information from educators to remain involved with schools as partners in their child’s
education. Together, they identified six specific types of parental involvement that
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contributed to maintaining parent’s active involvement in their child's school. These six
types of involvement are: I) parenting, 2) communication, 3) volunteering, 4) learning at
home, 5) decision making, and 6) collaborating with the community.
To encourage future research in this area, Epstein and Sheldon (2006) stress that it
is necessary for researchers to “think new” about how students learn and develop as they
progress from preschool through high school, despite the researchers’ challenges of
simultaneously studying schools, families, and communities. Also, they state that it is
necessary for educators to “think new” about the communications, connections, and
coordinated actions that they must conduct with families and community partners to help
more students - indeed, all students - succeed to their full potential (Epstein and Sheldon,
2006).
Well-documented problems with student achievement, motivation, altitudes about
education, and school behavior may be rooted in adultism or educators attempts to
maintain their role as experts while they may fail to recognize the cultural wealth of their
students (Yosso, 2005). These old patterns separate school and students from home and
community, leaving teachers to work in isolation from other influential people in
children’s lives. Although much research has been done to determine how family
environments affect achievement, few researchers have directly studied minority
populations and the specific challenges to their family involvement (Hine, 1992).
Research on Parental Involvement and Academic Achievement
Another group of researchers has focused on the parents themselves without
considering social class. These studies have highlighted the importance of parent
involvement in the success of their children's education (Barnard, 2004; Fan & Chen,
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2001; Jeynes, 2005). To analyze the overall effects of parent involvement on K-12
student achievement, Jeynes (2005) conducted a meta-analysis ol 77 studies dealing with
this topic. Jeynes found that parent involvement is associated with higher student
achievement outcomes. The positive correlation was observed whether student outcome
was measured in grades, standardized lest scores, or a variety of other measures, such as
teacher ratings. He found that children with involved parents averaged about 0.5 to 0.6
standard deviations higher for academic achievement, educational outcomes, and
academic grades. The greatest effect correlated with parental expectations.
Jeynes's research found that children were more successful in school when
parents emphasized 1) the importance of academic success 2) provided structure at home
3) encouraged their children to work hard at school. Children who did not have parents
who were actively involved in supporting their education were less successful. Jeynes'
analysis showed that other factors influenced educational outcomes. Parental style,
parents reading with their child, and parent involvement programs influenced educational
outcomes. However, these factors influenced educational outcomes to a lesser degree
than the outcomes for those children who lacked regular clear communication with their
parents and a structured home setting.
The results of Jeynes' analysis highlighted the consistent impact that parent
involvement has across racial and ethnic groups. Although such research has documented
how the family environment affects achievement, few researchers have directly studied
how parent involvement influences academic outcomes in minority populations. This
may be due to a lack of linguistically and culturally sensitive researchers to study these
ureas or it may be due to a lack of attention or interest. Because Hispanic
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American/Lalino families liave been recognized as having a strong family environment
(Santana, 1988), research on the contribution that families can make to their student’s
academic success has a strong appeal and is potentially useful. Therefore, it is important
and timely to closely examine and more fully understand Puerto Rican parent
involvement.
Social Class and Parental Involvement
Larcau studied the relationship between social class and childrearing, and
specifically how both affect parents’ and children’s success in school. She did not attempt
to investigate and compare racial groups or Latino families. Her groundbreaking
qualitative research offers unique perspectives regarding how social class and child
rearing differences affect the educational experiences of poor and working class families
(Lareau, 1994, 2000.)
A division between teachers and parents can be influenced by the family’s social
class standing and this may in turn influence the parent/teacher relationship. Lareau’s
book. Home Advantage, examined two schools with families who possessed very
different social capital given their socioeconomic levels (Larcau, 2000). Within the
school containing families that possessed greater social capital, the teachers were more
willing to respond to parents’ requests because of the parent’s ‘connections’ and standing
in the community. In contrast, teachers within the second school, that contained families
with less social capital, viewed themselves as having greater knowledge than the parents.
Teachers of that school felt that they needed to teach the parents how to support their
children’s academic success. Those teachers were less tolerant of challenges to their
autonomy and expertise. Lareau (2000) examined only white families; she did not focus
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on parent involvement in Latino families. In a later study, Lareau found significant
differences between how middle-class and working-class parents children’s rearing
supported their child’s education (Lareau, 2003). Middle-class families actively
developed their children’s talents and skills. She refers to this concept as “concerted
cultivation”. In contrast, poor and working-class parents arc less active in their child
rearing approach, poor and working class parents lend to focus on meeting basic needs,
and they assume that their child will grow, develop, and thrive through their natural cycle
of growth and development. Lareau refers to this concept as the “accomplishment of
natural growth”. Research shows that a family’s culture and social capital may influence
how they interact with their children’s school (Lareau, 2003).

Cultural Differences in Parental Involvement
Conchas (2006) examined differences in Vietnamese, Mexican-American, and
African-American or Black students. He found that Mexican-American and AfricanAmerican or Black students spent significantly less time completing homework
assignments than did their Vietnamese peers. Additionally, he found that parents’
education levels were much lower in the Mexican-American and African-American or
Black families, while a greater number of Vietnamese parents possessed a high school
diploma (Conchas, 2006).
Schneider & Lee (1990), Chen & Stevenson (1995), Goyette & Xie (1999), and
Conchas (2006) found that Asian parents held greater expectations for their children's
academic success than did while, African-American or Black, or Latino parents. The high
expectations of Asian parents compel their children to work hard to excel in school
(Conchas, 2006). Another indicator of a difference in family values between Asian and
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while families is shown in the reporting of school satisfaction by the Asian and white
parents. Chen and Stevenson (1995) found that Asian-American parents are less satisfied
with their children's school than are while parents.
In contrast, educators blame African-American parents and Mexican-American
families for their children’s lack of academic success. The kinship networks found in
both African-American and Mexican-American families are perceived as placing the
obligations to the family (group membership) above a child’s personal (individual)
academic success. Family values that stress loyalty to the group rather than to individual
goals are seen as restricting a child’s academic success. When students experience a
conflict between family responsibilities (such as providing income from an after-school
job or taking on childcare responsibilities) and their own school commitments, their
schoolwork will suffer (Heller, 1966; Horowitz, 1983; Kuvlesky & Patella, 1971;
Sanchez-Jankowski, 1991; Vigil, 1988.)
Familial Social Capital
Conchas (2006) states that there is little research that identifies the practices
within these families that promote or inhibit educational success. However, researchers
have used the concept of social capital to explore family involvement in the educational
achievement of students. For example, underachieving minority children may live
disproportionately in large urban settings, live in single parent homes, or may have been
more frequently exposed to violence than majority children. These factors may influence
minority children’s ability to perform as well as their majority peers in school.
Social capital is composed of the useful resources that are gained from
relationships with other people. Conchas (2006) cites that these resources could be
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information, supervision, support, and/or norms that support student success. Using this
model, one could argue that Vietnamese families provide better resources, or more
advantageous social capital, so that their children can navigate better throughout their
academic careers than do African-American or Black, white, or Mexican-American
parents.
Conchas (2006) explains that differences in family composition may influence
social capital. For example, Vietnamese fathers have significantly greater education than
do while, African-American or Black, or Mexican-American fathers. Vietnamese families
also have higher socioeconomic status than African-American, Black or MexicanAmerican families. With Vietnamese families being primarily first generation
immigrants, there are differences in newcomer status. Ogbu (1990) and Sostre-Orozco &
Sostre-Orozco (1995) refer to groups like this as having “immigrant optimism”. Ogbu
states that newly arrived immigrants are more likely to believe that they will be rewarded
for their high academic achievement. In the case of African-American or Black families
most are not first generation, this suggests some differing factors that may influence a
group's academic achievement.
Some Puerto Rican families that initially arrive to the continental United States
may have what Ogbu (1990) and Sostre Orozco (1995) describe as “immigrant
optimism”; however, other Puerto Rican families may experience immediate oppression
and discrimination from the dominant culture. This limits their perception of the available
opportunities for them to be successful within the continental United States. These
perceptions (whether real or perceived) influence their success and contribute to their
undcrachievcment.
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Conchas (2006) analyzed different racial groups and their different types of parent
involvement at their children's school. In this study. Conchas examined the familial
social capital of three groups of Vietnamese, Mexican-American and African-American
families. His analysis showed the important role of familial social capital in mediating
other negative factors that influence academic achievement. His research showed that
Vietnamese families had less familial social capital than either Mexican-American or
African-American families, when familial social capital was measured by parent/child
interactions, parent/school interactions, and interactions between parents and other
children’s parents. However, he found that Vietnamese parents tended to have higher
educational expectations for their children than either Mexican-American parents or
African-American parents. He found high expectations appeared to mitigate the effect the
lower social capital had on the Vietnamese children’s academic success.
Other studies have found that familial social capital appears to have different
effects across different populations (Barbard, 2004; McWayne et al., 2004). Although the
impact of parent involvement on academic achievement is significant across all races and
income groups, its presence or absence was most significant for minority children and
their achievement (Jeynes, 2003). Although research has demonstrated the influence that
parent involvement has on dropout rates and student achievement (Mole, 1993; Scribner,
1999), there are additional factors that minority children often face which influence their
underachievement. Some studies suggest that parental involvement is moderated by
demographic characteristics. McNeal (1999) found that while parent involvement
(defined as membership in parent-teacher organizations, parental monitoring, and
supporting educational strategies) was effective and beneficial in white populations, it
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was not as effective in Hispanic, Asian or African-American or Black populations, or
single parent homes with low socioeconomic levels.
McNeal (1999) provided an explanation for the racial differences and the benefits
of parent involvement. McNeal states that the social capital of white families is
significantly greater and that it enhances the effect of parental involvement and its
subsequent benefit to the white children. Jeyncs (2003) found that when parents
communicate with their children's schools, monitor their children’s homework
assignments, encourage outside reading, and participate in outside activities, Hispanic
and African-American or Black children benefited more than Asian children. Jeynes
(2003) stated that parent involvement, in the absence of other cultural factors such as an
Asian family's strong influence and familial pressure that is placed on their children to
achieve in school, may have the greatest overall impact on academic achievement.
Cultural Wealth
Many theories regarding social capital arc deficit models that do not identify the
strengths that minority families possess, but rather these theories attempt to assist
students of color to be more like students in the middle and upper white class that are
viewed as possessing important knowledge that if learned by students of color will
support their own social mobility (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). These deficit models fail
to recognize the unique forms of social capital that minority families possess which are
unrecognized by the majority culture yet they support the resilience of communities of
color. Often, these unique forms of cultural capital are subtracted from schools and
classrooms (Valenzuela, 1999b).
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Specifically, aspirational capital can be observed as a child’s dream for a better
future, linguistic capital in their ability to speak two or more languages, familial capital in
their understanding of kinship and the support of extended family, social capital through
their use of community resources, navigational capital through their ability to maneuver
through racially hostile environments, and resistant capital through the ability to
challenge inequality through oppositional behavior designed to reject subordination
(Yosso, 2005). These unique forms of cultural capital that children of color bring from
their homes and communities to the classroom may be unrecognized and
unacknowledged by educators (Yosso, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999b).
Conclusion
Current United States Census data (United States Census, 2006) continues to
show that Latinos and Hispanics are the largest growing population within the United
States. Given their youthfulness, this large population will contribute to an ever growing
Latino/Hispanic student population within the United States Schools. Educational data
shows that large population of Latino/Hispanic students arc not succeeding within the
United States public school system. The youthfulness and size of this population requires
that educators find ways to help this population to reverse the current trend of academic
underachievement. Research has demonstrated that families have a strong influence on
their child's academic success. Although there is a great deal of research on MexicanAmerican families, there is little research on Puerto Rican families within the continental
United .States and their perception of their child’s education and their perceived role in
their child’s academic success. Ogbu's theoretical framework for voluntary immigrants
and involuntary minorities provides a framework to assist the reader to gain a clearer
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perspective regarding immigration and its relationship and influence on Puerto Rican
academic underachievement. Contrasting with Ogbu's theoretical framework are the
many studies which support family involvement and its positive relationship to academic
achievement. The research indicates that when parents are actively involved in their
child’s schools, there is a positive relationship to their academic success (Coleman, 1975,
1990; Epstein, Croates, Salinas, Sanders & Simon 1997; Kellaghan, Sloane & Alvarez, &
Bloom 1993; Finn 1998; Sheldon, 2005).
Most importantly, the potential impact of parental involvement is stronger for
minority youth (Jeynes, 2003). Jeynes (2003) found that when parents communicate with
their children’s schools, monitor their children’s homework assignments, encourage
outside reading, and participate in outside activities, Hispanic and African-American or
Black children benefited more than Asian children. Jeynes (2003) stated, “In the absence
of other cultural factors such as an Asian family’s strong influence on their children to
achieve in school, parental involvement may have the greatest overall impact on
academic achievement.”
Most importantly, there are cultural differences and social class differences that
are related to student underachievement (Lareau, 2000, 2003; Santana, 1986, Yosso,
2005). These differences may not always be viewed as related to social capital which is
defined as skills or knowledge that educators may see as supporting educational success.
However, these differences may be undervalued and misunderstood by educators yet
quite important to different families for their own survival and maintenance (Santana,
1986, Gibson and Ogbu, 1991). Educators who undervalue the unique skills and
knowledge of families and perceive these skills as not supporting educational success
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may risk alienating culturally different families (Yosso, 2005). They may lose an
important resource that is empirically proven to have a positive relationship to academic
success (Marjoribanks, 1979, 1987; Laosa. 1992; Jeyncs, 2003).
Thus, the need to understand how Puerto Rican families perceive their child’s
education and their own perception of their role in supporting their child’s education is
critical to gathering baseline data which can assist educators in contributing to harnessin a
the potential of Puerto Rican families to support the academic achievement of their
children.
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CHAPTER IV
RESEARCH DESIGN ANI) METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The purpose of this study is to examine Puerto Rican parental involvement in
schooling in 22 families with differing employment and income levels. I am interested in
understanding the expectations that Puerto Rican parents have for the public schools that
their children attend, and their expectations for their children's educational experience.
This information hopefully can assist schools and Puerto Rican parents to develop and
communicate more effectively and to improve educational outcomes. This chapter will
provide a description of the study, how data was collected, why the specific methodology
was chosen, and how I maintained both validity and reliability in my data collection.
Finally, I provide the reader with the analytical framework which guided my data
collection.
Description of the Study
This study examined 22 Puerto Rican families from three different socioeconomic
levels: lower socioeconomic class, working class, and professional class. I defined lower
socio-economic class families as depending on state financial support through transitional
assistance or Social Security Disability Income (SSI), and living within either public
housing or rental housing. Some of the lower socio-economic class families had attained
their high school diploma; however, most heads of households had less than a high
school education. Working class families were engaged in the workforce in service jobs
as certified nurse aides, assistant teachers, or medical records clerks; all working class
families were renters. All of the working class families had obtained their hiah school
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diplomas, and sonic had completed college level study or earned an associate’s degree.
Professional class families were involved in education, health care, and supervisory or
leadership positions. All professional class families were homeowners. Professional class
families obtained at least a bachelor’s degree and many had some graduate study
course work or an obtained master's degree. This study explored how Puerto Rican
families with different socioeconomic status perceived their children’s education and how
they understood their role in supporting their children’s education, whether and how they
work with their children's schools, and the kinds of social capital or skills or knowledge
that they bring to bear to the relationship.
Through this study, 1 documented the point of view of the participating Puerto
Rican families. Within my literature review, 1 identified the Puerto Rican experience as
being absent from the educational research regarding families’ involvement in schools.
The questions that I explored within this study are the following:
1.

How docs this small group of Puerto Rican families, from different social
classes and with different social capital, perceive their children’s
education and children’s school?

2.

How do Puerto Rican parents with different socioeconomic status
contribute to the education of their children?

3.

What are the unique characteristics of the three different groups of Puerto
Rican families, and are there any themes that emerge between the three
groups of participants?
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The Researcher as an “insider"
I gained an cmic (insider) perspective regarding Puerto Rican families and their
parent involvement through 1) spending time in the community where the families lived.
2) interacting with community residents, and 3) interviewing the 22 Puerto Rican lamilics
in my study. Also, I directly spoke with the families in the same language that they used
to speak with me, thus reinforcing the emic perspective through showing cultural and
linguistic sensitivity and respect for the families participating in my study.
An emic perspective focuses on identifying the specific cultural distinctions that
arc meaningful to the particular families. The families participating within the research
help me to decide if a specific emic description is valid (Pike, 1967). 1 accomplished this
during my interviews by reviewing participants’ answers to the semi-structured interview
questions and by checking my understanding with the participating families. An emic
perspective is important to this study because it requires that I gain the trust of the
families; this is important to gather valid data. The families must allow me to enter their
daily family lives and to observe both their daily family interactions and to hear about
their interactions with other members of their community.
1 determined that the best opportunity for me to develop a rich understanding of
the family unit and community was to visit regularly with the families and to immerse
myself in El Pueblo their community and neighborhood. I spent time in the community
where the families live. 1 would greet residents, play with the children outside, and
engage in small talk at the local store. In this manner, I was able to develop a deeper
understanding of the families’ routines and habits.
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Identifying participants
I began by going door to door identifying a group of twenty-two families, 9 from
the lower socio-eeonomic status group, 8 working-class, and 5 professional class
families. The reason that I selected more families from both the lower socio-economic
class and the working class was that both groups of these families lived within El Pueblo,
and 1 had more regular access to them. Also, I was interested in learning the similarities
and differences in these two different social class groups living in the same
neighborhood. Briefly, I explained the study and asked families for their cooperation in
participating in my study. The study's data collection lasted for six months. Initially, 1
planned to tape and transcribe interviews with the families. Through observing my first
set of families' reactions to the tape recorder and their short answers to my questions, I
decided that the actual recording of the interviews made the families feel uncomfortable.
When I turned the tape recorder off, I noticed that the families were more expressive and
relaxed; thus, I made the decision to use the semi-structured interview instrument as the
consistent data collection tool across all of the families and to not tape record the
interviews. Throughout the study, I regularly checked my understanding of the
participants' responses with them to be sure that I had documented their words and voices
accurately. I did this by reviewing my notes at the end of each interview session with the
participants and asking them if I had captured their words as I had heard them reported to
me.
As noted in Chapter II and Chapter III, the families from the lower social class
and working class were selected from a specific neighborhood of Holyoke, Massachusetts
referred to in my study as El Pueblo Pequeho (The Small Village). This neighborhood is
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located in the section of Holyoke that historically has housed many immigrant groups.
Until the 1980's, many prosperous paper mills and factories were located there, taking
advantage of the inexpensive water power generated by the dam built across the river.
These factories and mills provided good paying jobs and improved economic
opportunities for unskilled Puerto Rican families who migrated from the island of Puerto
Rico to Holyoke in search of improved economic conditions. Many of these mills and
factories closed in the early 1990's due to economic changes in the textile and paper
markets which resulted in increased costs to factory and textile owners. As a result, many
individuals lost their jobs, and they did not have other specialized skills to gain
employment in other markets.
Today, El Pueblo remains primarily Puerto Rican, with little diversity. The
neighborhood houses the Toepfurt Housing Project, a large Holyoke Housing Project for
low-income families. Additionally, the neighborhood contains newer single family homes
that arc distributed throughout El Pueblo, interweaving Puerto Rican working class
families with families of lower socioeconomic class. There are a number of community
organizations and agencies that specifically focus on providing housing or social services
to families in “El Pueblo”. Nueva Esperanza (New Hope) and Enlances (Networks or
Connections) are two providers that have offices in the neighborhood. 1 attempted to find
professional class Puerto Rican families who reside in El Pueblo, but 1 was unsuccessful.
Instead, I made a decision to identify professional class families who either worked in
Holyoke, Massachusetts or who were leaders within the Puerto Rican communities of
both Holyoke and Springfield. As a result, the five professional class families all live
within the City of Springfield., but they are familiar with the characteristics of the City of
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Holyoke and its Puerto Rican population. In addition, two families who began the study
living within El Pueblo moved during the data collection and they are currently residing
in Chicopee. It is fairly common for poor and working class families in El Pueblo and
Holyoke to move between Holyoke, Chicopee, and Springfield (Holyoke Public Schools
school data, 2008).
In addition to the predominance of Puerto Rican families living in El Pueblo, I
selected this neighborhood to study because it also contained a high concentration of
students who experienced negative educational outcomes as measured by statewide
testing and high school drop out rates. El Pueblo is unique, due in part to both the large
population of Puerto Rican families and the opportunity to examine both economically
challenged Puerto Rican families and working class Puerto Rican families within the
same neighborhood. Thus, this location provided an interesting research setting that
yielded data about the role of social class and social capital in the educational outcomes
of Puerto Rican children.
Cultural Sensitivity and Avoiding Generalizations
In developing my study, I was particularly concerned with describing the Puerto
Rican community as a diverse group which had within-group and between-group
differences. I did not want to present the individuals as a homogenous group of Puerto
Ricans living in one neighborhood. I did not want to represent the entire community as
eating arroz y gandules (rice and beans) daily and living in substandard housing. I
recognize that the Puerto Rican community is diverse and has a full range of different
educational levels, and I do not believe or represent that my sample of 22 families was a
full representation of the entire community. However, I did attempt to accurately
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represent the diversity in the Western Massachusetts Puerto Rican Community to the
reader through providing the three social class groups of Puerto Rican families within my
study.
Informed Consent
Prior to engaging in the research, I provided all participants with informed
consent forms in either Spanish or English to complete. If the family could not read either
Spanish or English, I read the form aloud to them in their preferred language. The
informed consent form stated the purpose of the research and the fact that participants’
names were not going to be disclosed in the dissertation. In addition, the participants
were told that they were free to leave the study at any time if they wished to do so.
Finally, I informed the families that all efforts would be made to exclude identifying
information from the final research report; however, given the small size of the
community and the nature of the research, there was a small risk that families might be
identifiable. After the participants signed the consent forms, I kept the original for my
records and provided the families a copy of the consent form during the second interview.
Demographic Survey
During my first contact with a family, I asked the parent or parents to complete a
demographic survey together with me; this survey provided me with their name, age,
educational background, income, and family composition, current employment, and
children’s school. Families were given the option of being asked the questions in Spanish
or English. This initial information assisted me in assigning the lamilics to the correct
social class group and allowed the family and I to begin to develop a dialogue.

Observations
I completed a total of 250 hours of observations both within lit Pueblo and the
community. The purpose of my observations within the community and neighborhoods
was to gather additional data and insight in order to answer the questions outlined within
this research proposal. Observations included direct observations of the Puerto Rican
families and the community, such as in restaurants and local stores. These observations
provided additional data for analysis and inclusion within this research study.
In-dcpth, Semi-structured Interviews
1 conducted three two-hour semi-structured interviews with all the families using
the format that I have included in the appendix of my dissertation. These in-depth
interviews with all participants in the study were completed during the six month
research period. For most interviews, the mother was the primary source of information;
however, there were usually children present within the home. During some interviews, a
father participated. However, many times the head of household was a single female who
provided the primary source of information to me.
The semi-structured interview questions were developed to elicit participants’
perceptions of education and their own parental involvement. In order to demonstrate
cultural awareness and sensitivity to the study participants, 1 offered to read the questions
in English and Spanish to be sure that the families understood the questions in their
dominant language. This supported accurate data collection throughout the study. The
first interview focused on both an introduction to the research study and a collection of
the demographic data required for the assignment of the family to one of the three social
classes. The second interview explored how the parent or parents viewed education in the
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home, how they supported their children s education, and how they engaged witli their
children's school and teachers. This interview began to explore their children’s
educational experience and to identity family resources both within the lamily and
external to the family. The third and final interview continued to collect data on the
parent's involvement with their children’s school; I also collected data specifically on
their children's educational experience from the parent. However, this interview focused
mainly on reviewing the children’s educational progress, the parent’s goals, and the
parent's involvement with their children's school. Although I noticed patterns and themes
repeating themselves prior to the conclusion of the study, the study was not terminated
until all participant families had their final interview.
Data Analysis
Over the period of six months of data collection, I collected data through 130
hours of semi-structured interviews with the 22 families and field notes from these
interviews. I also conducted 100 hours of unstructured conversations with El Pueblo
residents who did not participate in the study; these unstructured interviews focused on
gaining information regarding El Pueblo. In addition, non-Latino residents were
interviewed about their attitudes towards the Puerto Rican population living in Holyoke,
Massachusetts. 1 reviewed community blogs and used these blogs to gather community
opinions. These blogs identified themes about the community’s attitude towards Puerto
Ricans of the kind that could lead Puerto Ricans to develop an oppositional identity as
described by Ogbu (1978). Additional data was collected through personal
communications and notes from community meetings and community leaders that
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contributed to clarifying existing data or provided a new perspective to the research
study.
I maintained observation notes from the interviews. These documents and records
provided information that I analyzed throughout the study. Such qualitative research
allows for the emergence of different themes and concerns to be identified as the research
progresses. This research methodology describes the themes that are found and provides
an opportunity to analyze and interpret it as data are collected (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).
I found that the simultaneous data collection and analysis procedure provided an
opportunity for me to interact with the emerging insights early and these insights
continued to direct my inquiry, as described by Merriman (1998). 1 found that the results
documented the participants’ perceptions regarding their families, their views regarding
education, their perception of their role as parents, and their perception of their role as
parents involved in their children’s education.
Additionally, my analysis utilizes research findings from Hine (1992) regarding
the characteristics of home environments of high achieving Puerto Rican students, and
Tara Yosso's (2005) work regarding cultural wealth to identify specific strengths that are
found in the three groups of Puerto Rican families participating in my study.
Validity and Reliability
In qualitative research, internal validity is strengthened by the nature of the data
collection. The research is collected in a natural setting over an extended period of time. I
was involved in continuous comparison and analysis of the data. The interviews are
concrete representations of the participants’ views, and observations are conducted in a
natural, contextual setting. I found that I needed to exercise a disciplined subjectivity
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throughout the course of the study, as described by Merriman (1998) and that I needed to
continue to question my assumptions and monitor my behavior and conclusions. This
discipline continued to enforce my objectivity and this also strengthened the data
collection.
A second process of triangulation was also used to strengthen the validity of the
study. Triangulation (the practice of using multiple sources of data) included my
observations and participant interviews over a six month period, as well discussing the
emerging findings with my peers, and consulting and collaborating with colleagues who
are psychologists and educators. This process ran concurrently with my regular checks
with the participants at the end of the interviews to verify data interpretations and check
my preliminary conclusions for accuracy and validity.
Researcher Bias
Researcher bias is always a factor that must be considered in research studies.
Like others, I come with my own particular biases based on my experiences. One bias I
have is the belief that all students can succeed if schools support their success. Also, I
believe that families are an important structure in supporting a student’s learning. They
are a potential resource that is often overlooked in supporting improved educational
outcomes. Furthermore, 1 believe that Latino families have specific strengths that schools
may not understand or recognize given their lack of understanding of the Puerto Rican
culture and family.
I was aware of my biases and allowed my biases to fuel my commitment and
passion to complete my study. However, I did not allow my biases to obscure the true
voices and experiences of the participants. My goal was to find empirical answers to my
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questions. I intended to find in the voices of my participants potential strategies and
resources to close the achievement gap and improve educational outcomes, particularly
for Puerto Rican children.
When majority researchers study non-majority families, it is easy to make
generalizations and to stereotype non-majority families; this continues to repeat the
colonizer/colonized paradigm unintentionally (Memmi, 1972). For example, it can be
said that some Puerto Rican families eat rice and beans, but not all Puerto Rican families
eat rice and beans at every meal every day. I emphatically repeat and stress that there are
many differences among Puerto Rican individuals and families which cannot be
represented in my small qualitative research study of twenty- two Puerto Rican families.
Levels of language proficiency, educational attainment, and life experiences are quite
varied amongst the Puerto Rican community.
It is my hope that my research allows the Puerto Rican families’ voices and words
to serve as a basis for helping the reader to gain increased insight and knowledge
regarding these specific Puerto Rican families and their own experiences. I have
identified themes both within-groups and between-groups that highlight some of the
similarities and differences that I encountered as I conducted this research together with
the Puerto Rican families in my study.
I recorded the data as it emerged, without influencing the interviews or
observations as they were being conducted. Particularly, it was important for me to
record the families’ voices and words accurately in their language and voice, so that they
can be transcribed accurately within this dissertation. For this reason within my
dissertation, I have used both Spanish and English translations. 1 have used peer review

with native Spanish speakers to check my Spanish spelling and Spanish to English
translations so that they maintain the voice and words of the participant.
Analytic Framework
The research with Hispanic Americans shows that they arc the fastest growing
student population in the continental United States. It also shows that Hispanic
Americans comprise a large proportion of the students who experience educational
underachievement. Coleman (1975, 1990) summarized that although family
environments have a significant effect on the educational development of children; few
researchers have directly studied the family environments of minority populations. With
this in mind, I wanted to study urban Puerto Rican families. I wanted to gather data on
what differences there were in family perceptions of their children’s education, and what
may account for these differences.
Chavkin & Gonzalez (1995), Trumball, Rothstein-Fisch, Greenfield, & Quiroz
(2001) found that Latino parents do care about their children’s educational success.
Trumball et al, (2001) found that “studies of immigrant Latino families have repeatedly
shown that parents are highly interested in being involved in their children's education”
( p. 32). Other researchers interviewed Latino parents who described their parental role as
“checking homework assignments, reading and listening to children read, obtaining
tutorial assistance, providing nurturance, instilling cultural values, talking with children,
and sending them to school well fed, clean, and rested” (Scribner et al., p.37).
Knowing these findings, I listened to the comments of parents to see if these
themes emerged with the Puerto Rican parents in my study. I wondered if these same
parenting roles would be described in my sample and how these roles might change with

48

families with different social capital. Also, I thought there might be a difference in
parent involvement levels based on the ease of parents in using English to communicate
with schools, but I did not know how this factor might relate to this particular population.
Therefore, I was quite sensitive to both of these factors in my interviews with parents.
However, successful students often have parents who support both their growth
and their academic success perhaps in spite of language differences. Hine’s study (1995)
of gifted Puerto Rican high school students identified eight family factors that contributed
to the students' high level of academic achievement. Some of the factors identified by
Hine included a press for achievement and for language development, a focus on high
educational and occupational aspirations; a focus on strong family support systems and a
strong family bond; an optimistic outlook and lack of defeatism; a discomfort with
cultural stereotypes and their reaction to teacher and community expectations; and how
many school and extra curricular activities provided opportunities for social bonding.
Knowing these factors, 1 was interested to see if any similar factors would be mentioned
by the parents in my study, and how the groups might differ in their expression. Would
all groups consider the factors as equally important, or would there be differences among
groups?
To study the families' relationship with the school, I asked about how they
communicated with the school and how satisfied they were with these communications. I
asked how parents helped with their children's education. Did they participate in family
events at school, or attend meetings? Were they able to understand the meetings? How
did they help their children? Did they help with homework or other school projects? As 1
conducted the interviews, I began to see that math homework was difficult for all parents
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in each group. Then I wanted to know what resources the families were able to use to
help with difficult subjects. 1 asked families about community engagement. I inquired as
to whether children participated in sports or other after-school activities in the
neighborhood. Using my semi-structured interview protocols, I began to learn more about
these 22 farmiies and both their similarities and differences in how they viewed the
education of their children and what supports the families provided that they felt
supported their children’s success.
Further, 1 used the strength based theoretical framework of cultural wealth
(Yosso, 2005) to identify unique characteristics within each of the three groups of
families in my study. Cultural wealth refers to the strategies and capacity that families of
color possess and use daily to support their families functioning. This framework
emphasizes and examines the differences between the dominant culture and communities
of color recognizing the different forms of cultural wealth that may not be understood or
valued by the dominant culture. The framework highlights five specific forms of cultural
wealth that may be found in communities of color and often are unrecognized by the
dominant culture: 1) aspirational or hope for a better future 2) linguistic or the ability to
speak two or more languages 3) kinship or the support of nuclear and extended family 4)
social refers to the networks and resources 5) navigational or the ability to interact with
systems despite discrimination or oppression.
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CHAPTER V
DEMOGRAPHICS AND SETTING
Introduction
I provide demographic data regarding the Puerto Rican family within
Massachusetts, Western Massachusetts, Holyoke, Massachusetts, and Springfield,
Massachusetts within this chapter. Also, I present economic and educational data
regarding Puerto Rican families which support the reality that the youthful Puerto Rican
population is not faring well in Massachusetts or Western Massachusetts, demonstrating
the urgent need for educators to understand this population.
Puerto Rican Families in Massachusetts
As described in Chapter 2, Puerto Ricans are the largest Latino group in
Massachusetts. The table below provides perspective on the sizeable population of
Latinos in Massachusetts by comparing population totals for Massachusetts and
Springfield. Springfield is one of several large geographic areas referred to by the United
States Census as Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA), which consist of one large urban
area with a population greater than 50,000 people and surrounding areas which have
2

similar economic and social integration patterns."
Comparing the total State of Massachusetts total population with the total
population within the Springfield MSA, we find that the Springfield MSA represents

" The Springfield MSA includes the following towns and cities: Sunderland (in Franklin
County);Agawam, Chicopee, East Longmeadow, Hampden, Holyoke, Longmeadow,
Ludlow, Monson, Montgomery, Palmer, Russell, Southwick. Springfield, Westfield,
West Springfield and Wilbraham (in Hampden County); and Amherst, Belchertown,
Easthampton, Granby, Hadley, Hatfield. Huntington, Northampton, Southampton, South
Hadley, Ware, and Williamsburg (in Hampshire County). It also includes the cities of
East Windsor, Enfield, Somers, and the areas of Suffield and Windsor Locks in
Connecticut.

approximately 10% of the State population, and that the city of Holyoke is a little less
than one tenth the size of the Springfield MSA. Although Holyoke is significantly
smaller than Springfield, Holyoke has a much denser Latino population with 41.4% of
the city’s population being Latino. This is five times as large as the State percentage of
7.7%.
Tabic 1: Comparison of Massachusetts, Springfield, and Holyoke Latino
Population:
Massachusetts

Springfield MSA

Holyoke

Total Population

6,201,416

560,472

39,838

Hispanic or Latino

7.7

14.1

41.4

United States Census 2000, 2004
It should be noted that the Springfield MSA’s Latino population is a denser
Puerto Rican population than that of Massachusetts as a whole. Holyoke represents the
Western Massachusetts community with the largest and most dense Puerto Rican
community. Puerto Ricans account for 7.7% of the Latino population in Massachusetts
and 14.1%) ol the total Latino population within the Springfield MSA. This percentage is
double the Puerto Rican population statewide, while the Puerto Rican population of
Holyoke is more than five times the state average.
Table 2: Puerto Rican Population In Massachusetts and Springfield
Massachusetts

Springfield MSA

Total Latino

478,929

78,801

Puerto Rican

45.7

89.3

United States Census 2000, 2004
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Puerto Rican Families in Western Massachusetts
The Puerto Rican population is different from many other groups that have
arrived in the continental United States, since Puerto Ricans are United States citizens.
Some Puerto Ricans have lived in the continental United States for many years, while
others arc arrived recently.
Overall, Holyoke has a youthful population with an average age of 34 years. The
median age in Holyoke is approximately four years younger than both the State average
of 38.1 and the Springfield MSA average of 37.4.
Table 3: Age Comparisons for Massachusetts, Springfield, and Holyoke
Massachusetts

Springfield MSA

Holyoke

Median Atje

38.1

37.4

34

Under 5 years

6

6

7.9

5 to 19 years

19

20

24.3

20 to 24 years

6

7

6.1

25 to 64 years

56

53

46.0

65 and older

13

13

15.6

United States Census 2000, 2004
The youthfulness within the Puerto Rican population is one factor in the younger
average age found within both Springfield MSA and City of Holyoke. When the
Massachusetts population is disaggregated by race, the Puerto Rican population
represents an even younger average age. Holyoke disaggregated data was not available.

Table 4: Age Comparison between Massachusetts Puerto Rican Population and
Springfield MSA Puerto Rican Population:
Massachusetts

Springfield MSA

Median Age

26.5

24.7

Under 5 years

11

10

5 to 19 years

27

31

20 to 24 years

9

9

25 to 64 years

50

46

65 and older

2

3

United States Census 2000, 2004
Economic indicators show families in Springfield and Holyoke as earning
substantially less than the statewide median earnings. Family composition may be one
reason that economic indicators show such disparity at both State and local levels. A
large percentage of Latino households are female headed single parent households with
young children, which may contribute to the lower median earnings, given that women
may be stay at home caretakers for young children (United States Census, 2000).
Tabic 5: Median Earnings and Household Composition Statistics:
Massachusetts

Springfield MSA

Holyoke

Median Earnings

55,658

42,977

30,441

Female
Householder
Only

12.1%

15.2%

22.1%

United States Census 2000, 2004
Lastly, a majority of Puerto Rican adults have low levels of educational
attainment. The data regarding the total population and Latino educational attainment in
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Massachusetts and the Springfield MSA demonstrates that Latinos/Puerto Ricans arc
doing very poorly with regard to educational attainment across our State. Specific data
lor Holyoke was not available.
Table 6: Educational Attainment Comparison between State Population and Latino
Population
Massachusetts

Latinos
Statewide

Less than
4.6
17.7
9lh Grade
15.9
7.2
9'1' lo 12,h
Grade, no
diplomas
27.9
High
31.3
School
Graduate
13.9
Some
15.3
college no
degree
5.7
Associates
7.7
Degree
10.2
Bachelor's
21.8
Degree
15.6
5.3
Graduate or
Professional
Degree
United States Census 2000, 2004

6.0

Latinos in
Springfield
MSA
27.1

10.0

18.1

31.1

29.3

17.1

13.4

8.5

3.2

15.1

7.1

12.4

1.8

Springfield
msa"

The data presented in this section clearly presents that Puerto Rican families arc
underachieving across all educational and economic indicators. Puerto Rican families are
younger and tend to be raising children within single parent female headed households
with low levels of schooling which may contribute the lower average earnings for these
families. For example, only 31 % of Puerto Ricans have attained a high school degree.
and 16% have less than a high school education, which may prevent them from
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competing in the current job market which values workers with specialized training and

Within my study, the participating families represented the diversity found within
the Western Massachusetts Puerto Rican community both in employment and social
class. I selected larger numbers of Puerto Rican families from both the lower
socioeconomic class and the working class consciously, given that they are representative
of the local demographics.
This project focused on identifying three groups of Puerto Rican families who had
different employment and income levels. These differing levels of income and workforce
participation provided me with rich and diverse information to help me understand the
differences in Puerto Rican families. This information also helped me to avoid making
broad generalizations by providing the constant opportunity to compare and contrast the
similarities and differences among
c the families.
These Puerto Rican families were willing to share their voices and life
experiences with me so that I could understand their individual perspectives regarding
their children’s education and their own parental involvement with the schools that their
children attend. Their voices provided me an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding
of their lives and personal experiences.
El Pueblo Peaueno
All lamilies identified lor inclusion within the lower socioeconomic class or
working class were selected from what I refer to as El Pueblo PequehoP This
neighborhood is located in the section ol Holyoke that historically has housed many
newcomer Puerto Rican families throughout its history.
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Demographics of El Pueblo
Today, El Pueblo remains primarily Puerto Rican, with little diversity found
within the neighborhood. The population of El Pueblo is 2,325 people (United States
Census, 2000). Of that population, 83.4% were Hispanic/Latino (United States Census,
2000). The average median age of 23.3 years reflects the youthful presence of El Pueblo.
The neighborhood houses a Holyoke Housing Project, which supports low-income
families. Additionally, the neighborhood contains various new single family homes that
are distributed throughout the area, interweaving Puerto Rican families of the lower
socioeconomic class families with working class families desiring affordable
homeownership.
Poverty is high and challenges the families living in El Pueblo, 47% of all
families live below the poverty line (United States Census, 2000). Educational attainment
is low with only 28.3% of the residents of El Pueblo having attained a high school
diploma. This is reflected in the low median household income of only $13,511 dollars.

'

Housing within El Pueblo consists of mostly block tenement style housing with

'

red brick construction. El Pueblo has several areas in which the City of Holyoke has
invested community development money to construct large colonial style homes and
duplexes to offer opportunities for perspective homeowners to purchase homes within El
Pueblo. Although a great deal of graffiti was noted within the public housing within El
Pueblo, the owner occupied properties were well cared for and maintained. There was
evidence of gardens, flowers, and many homes had Puerto Rican flags or decals which
showed pride and connection to a Puerto Rico and a Puerto Rican identity.
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El Pueblo: A Caring Community
The Puerto Rican drop-out data and crime rates only represent El Pueblo in a
negative, scary manner. While few white non-Latinos would venture into El Pueblo due
to the press reports of violent crime and drug trafficking, there is another side to El
Pueblo which represents a close community of residents who are striving in different
ways to reach their goals. I see more home ownership and small business development by
Puerto Rican residents, and there is much happening within El Pueblo which is positive.
Puerto Rican Community organizations arc reaching out to residents and together
forming antiviolence coalitions. There are successful neighborhood stores which sell a
variety of products from toothpaste to alcapurrias (fried mashed plantains stuffed with
ground beef) and empanadas (fried dough stuffed with ground beef, chicken, or seafood)
which are Puerto Rican fried foods. The Boys Club has a local neighborhood office
within the public housing project, and there are a variety of woman who offer home
based daycare for residents who need childcare while they work.
On several streets, the City of Holyoke has built new duplex homes and single
family homes which provide a mixture of housing opportunities to attract community
members who want to invest in the El Pueblo neighborhood. Although there have been
documented incidents of violence and increased gang presence, there are many residents
who talk of El Pueblo being like a small town. They say that everyone knows each other,
and many are from the same home towns in Puerto Rico. This connections and sense of
community is a primary reason that so many residents do not leave El Pueblo even when
they can afford to do so economically.
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El Uso de Espaiiol en El Pueblo (The Use of Spanish in El Pueblo)
Wiiliin Holyoke and specifically El Pueblo, I heard Spanish as 1 walked through
the streets. Children of school age were observed speaking Spanish more regularly than
English; however, they were able to maintain conversations in English. It was observed
that homeowners and working class residents could easily switch between Spanish and
English with me. Throughout Holyoke and El Pueblo, signs or messages can be seen in
Spanish and English; however, many times these signs show incorrect Spanish spelling
and English spelling which may indicate low levels of proficiency in written Spanish.
For example, one sign had the word hecho which means “made” spelled without the letter
“h”. On another sign, the word pelota which means “ball” was spelled with an extra “1”.
Many examples were noted across Holyoke and within El Pueblo of incorrect Spanish
and English spelling.
Puerto Rican women who were caretakers and stay at home mothers had the
lowest levels of English proficiency, given their limited interactions outside of El Pueblo
which would facilitate their learning of English. Some Puerto Rican children who were
members of families that were second or third generation or working class resisted
speaking Spanish and had lower levels of Spanish proficiency which was viewed
negatively by their parents or grandparents. These tensions could be observed in
comments to me as a majority culture member who was fluent in Spanish. At times, the
parents or guardians would comment, “Ud habla espaiiol mejor que mi hijo,” or “You
speak better Spanish than my son/daughter.”
These comments were reoccurring whether I visited the local store, restaurant, or
individual families. My proficiency in Spanish was frequently observed and noted by all
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the families. It helped me to gain access and trust through sharing a common skill.
Families who would frequently greet me at the door stating, “Yo no hablo ingles," or “I
don’t speak English," would quickly smile when addressed in Spanish and usually allow
me to interview them. There were observed discussions primarily amongst Puerto Rican
adolescents living in housing projects in El Pueblo regarding cultural identity and
Spanish language proficiency.
For example, recently arrived Puerto Rican teenagers were observed discussing
whether another Puerto Rican adolescent was truly Puerto Rican making the
differentiation between criado aqui (raised here referring to the continental United
States) versus criado en la isla (raised on the island). Also, 1 observed in these
discussions were distinctions between being criado en la ciudad (raised in the city)
versus criado en el campo o en un caserio (raised in the country or in a project). It should
be noted that recently arrived Puerto Ricans viewed both city living and being born and
raised on the island of Puerto Rico as having an improved social status, while coming
from a rural area or from a housing project had negative social status. Stating to a Puerto
Rican who had been born in the United States that he/she was criado aqui could be
viewed as an insult or putdown regarding their cultural identity.
Observations of El Pueblo
During the initial winter phase of my data collection and research, evening found
few residents outside. Children could be observed going to the store to buy bread, and in
the afternoon arriving home from school. However, the housing projects were loud with
reggaeton music. Television sets were audible with Spanish language shows which could
be heard lrom outside the apartments. The residents used loud voices to communicate
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amongst each other even when not angry or upset. Occasionally, a resident would call out
to their children through a window, or to another adult who was outside. There were
handwritten messages within apartment buildings posted encouraging residents to keep
the hallways clean and to not smoke. There was a great deal of graffiti in all of the halls
of the apartments. Overall, the halls were free of debris and showed attempts by residents
and housing to maintain the areas clean.
Economic Implications for Puerto Rican Relocation to Holyoke
Both the ease of travel between El Pueblo and Puerto Rico coupled with the
improved opportunities for wage earners were important factors in Puerto Rican families
making the decision to leave the island. Other families mentioned the need for social
support programs or medical services that were not available to them on the island.
Housing subsidies and social support programs were reported to be more numerous and
easily accessed to support their families and their needs.
Puerto Rican families interviewed stated that one major draw to the Western
Massachusetts area is the higher minimum wage and substantial social programs which
support their families. One resident stated that what he could earn five dollars an hour in
Puerto Rico; however, with the new minimum wage of eight dollars he could earn
substantially more in Western Massachusetts than in Puerto Rico. Many of the families
interviewed, whether they were newly arrived or residents with more than ten years living
in El Pueblo, stated a variety of medical needs within their family. Many families had
children with significant psychiatric histories. Other families had children with
nuerofibromatosis or diabetes histories. Yet other families had family members with
cancer or HIV requiring regular medical support and services. Many families stated that

family histories of medical conditions were already present within their families, and that
they felt their children’s illnesses were related to these family histories. For example, one
participant stated, "Mi mama tienes diabetes, yo lo tengo, y mi liija la tiene. Adetnas, mi
hermana tiene diabetes tambien. Es algo comun en mifamilia. ” Or “My mother has
diabetes, 1 have it, and my daughter has it. Besides, My sister has it. Its something we all
have in common in my family.”
Returning to El Pueblo
It is important to note that I selected El Pueblo as my research site given that I
had worked in El Pueblo twenty years ago as a youth worker. When I had left the projects
many years ago, I was known well by the residents of not only the projects, but also in
the rest of the neighborhood. Having provided counseling services to some residents in
the area, 1 approached my return to the projects with expectations that I would be well
received by the residents. However, I had forgotten that twenty years is a long time and
the projects and the people had changed. Although I knew one or two residents, the
majority of the families were new families who did not know me. The demographics
were similar- primarily poor Puerto Rican families who were struggling to provide
improved opportunities for their children.
When I made my First return visit on a damp, rainy afternoon in late November,
there were still many Puerto Rican young men outside on the street corners. There were
young children walking around outside of the projects by themselves, while others were
playing in the rain. There was a bustle of families in and out of their apartments leaving
to go shopping and arriving back home with groceries preparing for their Thanksgiving
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Day celebration. There were a few women smoking in the doorways laughing loudly
talking amongst themselves.
Upon arrival to the projects, I began knocking on doors seeking participants for
my study. One mother discussed with me her worries that her son was skipping school
and being pulled more and more to the streets due to his friends who were members of a
local gang. Although the young man had attended an alternative educational program due
to his behavior, he was currently enrolled in a vocational high school in his first year of
studies. He had been suspended multiple times, and he had failing grades. His mother
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stated that he continued to receive mental health services at a nearby clinical agency;
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however, his behavior and respeto (respect) for her was less and less. She reported that
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she spent most of her time arguing with him. She was worried about the time that he was
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spending in the street, and stated "me precapo mucho por sufaturo(I am very worried
about his future.)
Although 1 was very comfortable at the projects, it was clear that the majority of
the current residents did not know me. Although I greeted the adults and children in
Spanish, many did not respond or avoided contact with me. I was clearly an outsider to
the mostly Puerto Rican residents. This did not discourage me, but made me more
motivated and determined to spend more time within El Pueblo. I approached two
woman talking and smoking in the doorway of the apartment complex and explained my
research study to them. They looked away and then at each other rather perplexed and
appeared to be uncomfortable and uninterested. One stated, "me voy cle compraspara el
di'a cle accicm cle gracias, no tengo tiempo ahora(I am going shopping for
Thanksgiving, and I don't have time right now.) I asked them if I could visit them another
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day, and they smiled and tried not to make eye contact with me, and stated, “Si.” (Yes). I
knew that the lack of eye contact and smile was one more of nervousness than a welcome
to a future visit by me.
As 1 entered my first apartment building and knocked on the door, I could hear
Latin reggaeton (Latin reggae) music playing loudly inside the apartment. I could hear
the television clearly from outside of the door. I could see the shadow of someone
coming quietly to look through the eye glass to check who was outside the door,
however, they did not open the door or greet me. The residents did not answer the door
even after I repeatedly knocked on it.
I went to the next apartment, and knocked on the door. When older woman
answered, I asked her, “Quiere que hablo cn espanol or inglesT’ (Do you want me to
speak in Spanish or English?”) The older woman quickly smiled and stated, “En
EspanoF\\n Spanish.) I asked her if she had any children enrolled in the public school
and she staled that she lived alone with her husband. She slated that her children were
grown adults.
As I walked up to the second floor, I noticed the graffiti on the stairway and on
the newly painted yellow walls. It appeared that the housing authority tried to keep up
with maintaining the walls free of graffiti, but they were losing the battle. The floors were
clean and there was no trash cluttering the area. I could see several dumpsters through the
windows outside of the apartments, a young boy brought out a garbage bag to the
dumpster while his mother watched him through her apartment window.
1 continued to the second lloor and to the next group of three apartments. Given
that the small apartments are closely clustered together, 1 think that the second floor
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residents had heard me speaking witli the resident on the first floor, and they were
interested who this while male was that was going door to door knocking on the
apartments and who spoke Spanish. I had much less difficulty engaging the second floor
residents. A young man answered the door, and he stated that his mother was not at
home, but that he was a high school student. He stated that he had stayed back two times,
but was at the local vocational high school. I asked if his mother would be home later,
and he stated that she would. I explained that I would visit his family again.
At the next apartment, 1 was warmly greeted by a friendly young woman who
stated that she had no school age children, but stated. “7w proyecto es muy importante
porque hay demasiados muchachos en la called (Your project is very important because
there are too many youths in the street.)
As I proceeded to the third apartment, I was greeted by a teenager who stated that
he was also in his first year at the vocational high school. 1 asked if his mother was at
home, he slated “No, she's shopping.’' As 1 was telling the teenager that I would visit
another day and turned away to go up to the third floor, his mother arrived home. She
asked in English, “Who are you?” as she carried several bags in her hand as two young
girls followed behind her with grocery bags. I asked her if she would prefer that I spoke
in English or Spanish, and she replied, “English.” She told me that she needed to go to
the car and move the car to a parking space and asked me to wait for her. I sat on the
steps as she returned to her car and parked the car. She returned to her apartment with
several bags of groceries and entered her apartment. She returned to the doorway and met
with me in the hall. I explained the purpose of my study and offered her an informed

consent form in Spanish or English. She asked me if I spoke Spanish and I replied,
“Yes.”
She stated to me that she had four children, two boys and two girls. She stated that
she is having a problem with her older son who attends the local vocational high school.
He has been suspended frequently this year, and she does not know what to do. She
switched to Spanish and said that her son has one teacher that she stated, “Este maestro
no quiere llevar bien con sus alumnos(He referring to the teacher does want to get
along with his students.”) She continued to speak regarding the teacher easily switching
between Spanish and English. She stated that the teacher was half Puerto Rican and half
Italian, and he always talks down to the students. The mother stated that the teacher
thinks he is better than his students. The mother stated that she has met with the Puerto
Rican Assistant Principal and that the Assistant Principal has stated that if her son
continues his behavior, which has included locking himself in the school bathroom, he
will be suspended.
The mother expressed that she was very concerned that when she received her
son's first quarter report card that his grades were very poor. She stated regarding her
son, “£/ no es un angel, pero no es an muchacho malo somos ana buena familial (“He
isn't an angel, but he isn’t a bad kid, we are a good family.”) She stated that the report
card showed that he had missed thirty days from the Puerto Rican/Italian teacher’s class.
She stated that she was angry because she was never called by the school to inform her of
the problem. She didn t know what to do. I asked her il she had scheduled a meeting with
the school and asked to speak to the counselor or to the Assistant Principal so that
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together they could develop a plan. The mother asked if I had time to meet with her son,
and I staled that I would he willing to meet with him another day when I visited.
As I proceeded to the third and last floor, the floor was very quiet. I looked out
the window for a moment over the parking lot and out to the park where I had spent much
time with the children at the project twenty years ago. Many of the memories of the times
that I spent at the projects came hack to me vividly. It was here that I had learned to
speak Spanish and that I had became fascinated with the Puerto Rican culture. I could
smell the Puerto Rican spices such as adobo (Spanish spice with cumin and garlic) which
adds sazon (well seasoned flavor) or the great taste to the Puerto Rican foods. These
smells that filled the halls as the families were beginning to make preparations for their
Thanksgiving holiday meal.
It was damp and cold and I returned to my car to drive to the local McDonalds so
that I could use the bathroom. As I left the apartment and approached my car, I heard a
youth's voice call out, “Hey Mister, do you remember me?” It was a former middle
school student who 1 had worked with at one of the local middle schools in the city. He
said that he had been looking for me the past few years. He stated, “I knew that you
would be proud of what I have done.” He stated that he was now eighteen, and he had
dropped out of school. He told me he has a child. He continued, “But, I completed my
GED.” I congratulated him and he introduced me to the mother of his baby. I explained to
him my project and he said, “The problem is that the teachers and parents just don't care
enough.”
As I left El Pueblo, I realized that for many within El Pueblo the choice to leave
at the end of the day is not an option. I realized today more than ever that I had choices

that the families that I was working with did not have given my majority culture status. I
was able to enter El Pueblo and make choices regarding whether 1 return or if I return at
all. For the many families within El Pueblo there are no choices. There is a hope that
caring people may care for their children and offer them the education that they may not
had the opportunity to gain. There is hope that maybe as one woman said to me, “Como
pobres, el unico regalo que podemos dejar a nuestros hijos como pobres es una buena
educacidn, ” (“As poor people, the only gift that we can leave to our children is a good
education.")
Other Communities Where Study Participants Live
As I have stated in my prior chapters, Springfield is a large metropolitan area with
a significant Puerto Rican population, and where the professional families who
participated in the study resided. It is located approximately fifteen miles south of
Holyoke. It is similar to Holyoke given that the city is affected by both high poverty rates
and poor educational outcomes for Puerto Rican students.
Table 7: Latino Populations in Holyoke, Springfield and Chicopee
City

Holyoke

Springfield

Chicopee

Total Population

39,765

151.176

54,653

32.4%

8.8%

24.8%

12.3%

Size
41.4%
Latino/Hispanic
Population
Families Below
22.6%
Poverty Level
United States Census Bureau, 2006
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Two families within the study relocated from Holyoke to Chicopee. Families
mentioned the improved housing, schools, and neighborhoods as reasons for leaving
Holyoke and moving to Chicopee.
Majority Culture Views of Puerto Ricans
It is important for me to look at my majority culture membership, and how this
affects both my work within El Pueblo, and the community of El Pueblo. I have made
choices as a majority culture member to work with El Pueblo and to learn Spanish;
however, as a majority culture member I am privileged both by my education and social
standing which allows me to enter and leave El Pueblo returning to my own
neighborhood daily. Learning the Spanish language has allowed me to enter a world that
is very different from my own, and it has allowed me to be a part of two different worlds.
As a majority culture member, 1 am able to gain access to other majority culture members
given that my blond hair and blue eyes allow other majority culture members to trust me,
and they may speak freely regarding race and class in a way that they may not speak in
the presence of a non-majority culture member. My physical appearance provides a sense
of safety to majority culture members and allowed me to look at the views of the majority
culture within Holyoke.
It is critical to my research to establish the tensions that are present between
majority culture members and minority culture members in order to make relevant the
assumption that Obgu’s theory of voluntary immigrants and involuntary minorities is
relevant in Holyoke as result of the dominant culture (white) being perceived by the
minority culture (Puerto Rican) as not valuing the minority cultures language and culture
(Valenzuela, 199b) which may create tensions between the dominant culture and Puerto

Rican individuals. The result is the minority culture feeling disengaged and subjugated to
a lower social status which replicates their beliefs and the effects of their early colonial
history (Memmi, 1972). As a result, the minority culture holds even more tightly to their
identity, culture, and language feeling that the dominant culture is detrimental to their
own cultural beliefs and identity.
Given the economic downturn that occurred in Holyoke during the 1970's and
1980’s, there is much tension between the Puerto Rican community and the large Irish
community within Holyoke. There are many white non-Latino residents who feel
strongly that the Puerto Rican community is a burden on the City of Holyoke. They feel
that Puerto Rican families come solely in search of government benefits rather than in
search of improved opportunities. A quote from one white non-Latino resident expresses
this attitude:
Wic, welfare, free health care and dental, foodstamps and subsidized housing are
the rewards for getting preggo, doesn't anyone sec that? Puerto Ricans don’t even
have to come up with money for a car seat... they get a voucher. What are the
statistics on how many of them head right for the welfare line once they get off
the plane?
(Masslive, Holyoke Blog, December,2007)
The resistance from white non-Latinos to accepting that the City of Holyoke has
changed from a majority culture city to a new reality of Puerto Rican families inhabiting
the city is met with many white families being frustrated and angry as they feel
disengagement with the city.
Why do you think all the whites are moving? We pay all the taxes and all the
others reap the bene! its. Schools suck, taxes keep going up, everywhere you look
they are building low income housing. The sign should not read Welcome to
Holyoke, it should read "Stay the hell out of minorityville!"
(Masslive, Holyoke Blog, December, 2007
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There is a great deal of blame within the eity from white non-Latinos towards the Puerto
Rican community who they blame with the increased crime rates in their city and the
slow economy. I found as 1 spoke with majority culture members at the Holyoke Mall
that they felt that Puerto Ricans had negatively impacted the community of Holyoke.
All the Puerto Ricans out of Holyoke, and the crime rate will drop to levels equal
to those in Antarctica.”
(Field notes, December, 2007)
Poverty and disengagement from schools have caused many Puerto Rican young
woman to become teen parents. One Puerto Rican teen that was pregnant at 15
years old states:
Speaking first hand, I was born & raised in Holyoke, and I was pregnant at 15
years old. I can honestly say that I graduated from Lynch Middle with about 6
girls (8th grade) that were pregnant. I absolutely will agree that it is somewhat
socially "accepted". I will also say that I do believe it stems from your childhood..
Whether 1 knew it at the time or not I wanted to escape my childhood and become
my own person. 1 was lucky enough to find The Care Center and get my GED
(good enough diploma) before my high school class graduated but at 16 where
can you work that will support a baby?
(Masslive, Holyoke Blog, November, 2007)
Holyoke has the highest rate of teen pregnancy in the State of Massachusetts,
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(Department of Public Health, 2006) and combined with the high poverty rates in the
eity, uneducated families struggle to provide for their families the basics such as
nutritional food and adequate housing. Social service programs such as The Care Center
provide an opportunity to reverse the poverty cycle and provide teen parents a brighter
future.
Parenting is a central theme addressed in the Masslive Holyoke blogs by many of
the white non-Latino residents who post comments in response to Puerto Ricans who
they blame for the social challenges within the eity. Many Puerto Rican former teen
parents state that they became pregnant to leave abusive situations. They hoped for a
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better life for themselves and for their newborn babies only to find that they did not have
the needed skills to live independently without Stale funded social support programs
(personal communications with various teen parents, December, 2007). Many times, the
lack of appropriate parenting and supervision is blamed on the Puerto Rican teen
pregnancy rates and higher drop out rates found within the Puerto Rican population. NonLatino residents often make statements similar to those quoted by the Masslive blog
participant regarding his/her feelings that parents need to be more active in their
children’s lives and education.

Blame everything on the system. Parents who don't give a fuck are to blame. As
far as cultural differences go, here's my belief: there is so much pressure to
become a mom for any culture. A woman is expected to give birth. Young women
and teens fall into this trap, thinking it will be glamorous and full of love and all
these mushy feelings. When the real world knocks, they can't handle it and most
are not mature enough to raise kids properly. The expectation for many people is
simply to give birth to them, not properly raise them. That is our real issue.
(Masslive, Holyoke Blog, January, 2008)

Although these blogs do not accurately represent all of Holyoke’s majority
cultures views of the Puerto Rican community, these tensions clearly impact Puerto
Rican students who live and study in Holyoke and interact with the majority culture on a
daily basis. One student states:
Teachers look down on us, they think because we are Puerto Rican we are less
than them. We feel it in the way they look at us or talk to us. It’s like they talk
down to us. There are teachers who care, but there are many more who don’t care
whether we come to school or not.
(Juan, field notes, January, 2008)
Many Puerto Rican youths expressed similar feelings of being overwhelmed and
angry by the constant need to be on guard and the feeling that they are judged by white
residents who do not care about them or their success. However, other Puerto Ricans
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families expressed strong sentiments regarding being let down by Puerto Rican teachers
who failed to support their children in school.
A Puerto Rican teacher asked my son once why he even comes to school. My son
had been had been skipping school. I know that is bad, but we had encouraged
him to go back, yet the first day that he returned this teacher treated him badly. I
thought he would care more about my son given that he is Puerto Rican, but I
think he just thinks that he is better than us.
(Ms. Santana, field notes, January, 2008)
These challenges in the community cannot be solved with one easy intervention;
however, they do show the tensions within the community between non-Latino majority
culture members and Puerto Rican residents. The comments made by the participants
highlight the strong race and class tensions that exist within the City of Holyoke.
However, the tensions within the Puerto Rican community specifically between lower
social class families and Puerto Rican educators may indicate social class tensions that
may occur within the Puerto Rican community. These may stress the need for us to more
fully understand issues of social capital and social class both within differing groups of
4
4

Puerto Rican families and between differing groups of Puerto Rican families.
Cultural Mediation Through Puerto Rican Restaurants
These restaurants have helped some majority culture members to learn about the
food within the Puerto Rican community, but there is little to no interaction between the
Puerto Rican and white community. There appears to be much tension and segregation
between whites and Puerto Ricans in Holyoke. Outside of whiles who are observed at the
local restaurants, there is little contact between these groups observed throughout the city.
There are several Puerto Rican restaurants within Holyoke and they offer
homemade Puerto Rican breakfasts, lunches, and dinners. Fernandez Restaurant is a large
cafeteria style restaurant with a wide range of Puerto Rican food including full dinners
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such as the traditional arroz. amarillo con gandules y pernil (yellow rice with pigeon
beans) and frituras (typical fried foods) that can be purchased at low prices and eaten
quickly, alcapurrias (plantains mashed and filled with hamburger) are popular, as arc
empanadas (fried dough filled with hamburger, seafood, or chicken.) Some restaurants
offer seating so that you can eat in the restaurant while other restaurants offer only take
out. There are some restaurants that offer specializations such as seafood dishes or
rotisserie chicken while others only dedicate themselves to frituras and sopas (hearty
soups). These foods are popular given the relative low expense and fresh home cooked
meals offered by these small local Puerto Rican restaurants. A typical Puerto Rican
dinner of arroz amarillo con gandules, pernil, y habichuela (yellow rice with beans,
roasted pork, and red beans in a tomato sauce with potatos and spices) is only about six
dollars.
1 will introduce you to these three groups of families in the next three chapters
and 1 will share their voices and perspectives as they have shared with me. Then, I will
compare and contrast the three different groups by identifying the similar themes I found
among them. I will also identify experiences that are uniquely Puerto Rican. Since Class
and Race influence these families and influence their individual experiences and
perspectives, 1 will also look for these themes. I will describe how the school systems
value or devalue these families and their unique skills and knowledge.
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CHAPTER VI
LOWER SOCIOECONOMIC-STATUS FAMILIES:
HIGH HOPES AND UNRECOGNIZED SOCIAL CAPITAL
The first group of Puerto Riean families belongs to the Lower Socio-Economic
Status (LSES) group. These Puerto Rican families live in either public housing or
subsidized housing. Many families rely on public housing or subsidized rents given the
rising market rents which they are not able to afford. These families possess very limited
financial resources. They are not homeowners. Some of these families are actively
employed in minimum wage service positions, while others are not employed at all.
Some of these families receive primary income and financial support solely through state
transitional assistance programs; others receive state assistance as well as income from
other government support programs due to family members’ documented disabilities.
Most of the families within this group struggle with English language proficiency;
and many lack family support systems to assist them. Most families are single female¬
headed households. Although these factors may appear to be overwhelming, the LvSES
families expressed the hope that their children would be successful in school and
experience a bright future. Furthermore, the social capital of these families is often not
recognized by the majority culture. For example, in order to secure benefits to support
their family, these Puerto Rican families and children learn to navigate complex state and
local bureaucracies. To accomplish this, they must also learn to navigate public
transportation systems in a new city and complete complex forms and documents in a
second language. These are all difficult tasks to accomplish, yet they demonstrate the
strength and resiliency to get them done.
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Additionally, many Puerto Rican children acquire the ability to translate between
English and Spanish at a young age. They provide the link to the majority culture for
their families, given their parents' limited English proficiency. This skill is not often
recognized as a valuable tool by individuals from the majority culture, many of whom
speak only one language. Many times, Puerto Rican children in the study reported that
they were told by teachers to speak English and not Spanish. For example, the children
told me that teachers told them “We live in the United States and speak English".
Puerto Rican families are able to use strong family ties to help achieve a better
life for themselves. The families accomplish this by expecting family members to place
family loyalty above all other values. A strong loyalty to lafamilia (the family) is
characterized by very close familial relationships. These relationships provide support to
the families and help them to survive within their new culture, in the face of poverty and
lack of resources. These families demonstrate strengths that have been called 'funds of
knowledge' (Moles, 1993; Mole, Andrade, and Gonzalez, 1997). Strengths for these
families, such as the level of family support, the personal resilience to get around in a
new country using a new language, and the abiding hope for the future of their children
comprise their social capital. Often the social capital these families possess is not
recognized or valued by the majority culture.
The families in this group are described in the table below. 1 have changed the
families' names and used pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality. I will use these
pseudonyms to identify them and their voices throughout my dissertation.
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Table 8: Lower SES Families:
Puerto Rican Parental Involvement Research Summary
Family

Residence

Casillo
IX* La Cruz

FI Pueblo
El Pueblo

Female Headed
Household
Yes
Yes

Employment

Children

Homemaker
Homemaker
(Disability)
Homemaker
and student
Homemaker
Homemaker
(Disability)

16, 14,8
11,16, 29, 30

Delgado

El Pueblo

Yes

Montrcdo
Ortiz

El Pueblo
El Pueblo

Yes
Yes

Malavc
Portillo

El Pueblo
El Pueblo

Yes
No

Homemaker
Homemaker

Cap pas
Sanchez

El Pueblo
El Pueblo

Yes
Yes

Retail/Layoff
Certified
Nurses Aide

6, 4 and 4
months
9. 8, 6
17, 10, and 4
Grandmother
is raising
children
9, 13
13
grandparents
are raising
child
8 and 6 months
22, 16 and 15

Family Composition
Except for one family, all participants within this group identified themselves as
female-headed households. In my field notes during the interviews, I documented that
there was often a consistent presence of an adult male in families with younger children.
It seemed that many women did not want to acknowledge that they had a partner, given
their fear that this might jeopardize their financial support.
Educational Attainment
Within this group of women, there were low levels of schooling. The average
years of schooling within this group was only 8.2 years. The range was wide: one
grandmother only completed formal schooling through the fourth grade, while four
women had completed 10 years of formal schooling. Most of the mothers stated that they
had not graduated from high school. The mothers also stated that they had struggled

academically when they were in school and they found school work very difficult to
complete. For this reason, many of the women reported that they decided to drop out of
school.
The mothers admitted that literacy, defined as being able to read in English, was a
serious struggle for them. Hinc found in her research that families who used primarily
Spanish at home and did not have a press for English had poorer outcomes on measures
of children's academic success (1992). This factor seems to have a similar influence with
this set of families.
Only two of these nine families were employed; seven of the nine families were
dependent upon some form of state or federal subsidized benefits as their source of
income. Two of the families were headed by grandparents who were raising their
grandchildren, due to the death of the biological parent, or to the incapacity of the parents
to care for the children.
Residency
For this specific group of families, the average number of years of residency
within El Pueblo was approximately 15 years. Thus, most families in this group arc not
newcomer tamilies. The length ol time that families lived in El Pueblo had a range from
a low of two years to a high of more than thirty years.
Although most families had lived in El Pueblo for more than ten years, all but one
of the families stated that they had visited Puerto Rico during the last year. This suggests
the strong connection that the families continue to feel to the island. Families stated that
the primary reason that they returned to the island was to see relatives who were not
living within the continental United States.
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Home Environment and Language
A description of the home environments of the families is provided to help the
reader picture the LSES families' homes and resources. The knowledge of these home
environments may help educators to understand the specific skills and resources that
families have to support their children’s education.
Most of the home environments within this group consisted of two or three
bedroom apartments in a multifamily brick structure. Housing was adequate and most
apartments consisted of large living rooms, a kitchen, and ample bedroom space. The
apartments did not feel small or crowded. The apartments were well furnished with
comfortable furniture in the living and the kitchen areas.
However, I found the noise levels irritating given the loud volumes of radios and
televisions in the apartments. Reggaeton music or television broadcasts could be heard in
the halls outside the apartments. The sounds were overpowering in the bass register and
could be heard clearly. In addition, I noted that many families tended to speak in loud
voices to each other; frequently Spanish profanity was heard from both children and
adults. Also, I noted that some Spanish words and phrases with sexual connotations were
commonly used as putdowns or insults, especially amongst male adolescents and adult
males.
Electronics were plentiful within the homes. All homes had ample newer style
televisions with cable service; in addition, all homes contained electronic game sets.
Some homes had computers with internet access. These electronic devices could provide
the opportunity for shared parent/child home based learning opportunities.

Families with structured home settings and strong communication were found in
previous research to be important to supporting academic success (Jcynes, 2005). I
observed that in many homes, children set their own bedtime and did not go to bed until
10:00 or 11:00 P.M.
In addition, I found that some families required that their children remain inside
the apartment. They did not encourage their children to associate with other members of
the El Pueblo community, due to their view of the violence and unsafe conditions in the
community. This was a very typical report of the Puerto Rican families who had arrived
more recently to El Pueblo; however, some established families also spoke about their
concerns for the violence and unsafe conditions they perceived outside their apartments.
It was common to find that families required their children to remain inside most of the
time. When the children walked to school, they were instructed to walk only on certain
streets so that they could avoid gang activity within the neighborhood. Some parents
limited neighborhood friendships for the same reasons. Families stated they purchased
video games and other electronics so that their children would not leave their apartment
and risk the violence they perceived in the neighborhoods outside of their apartments.
Similarly, some families encouraged community engagement only at structured
community activities, and they did not allow their children to hanguear (hang out) in the
community. Although such restrictions are understandable for families who feel
surrounded by potential violent situations, Hine (1992) found in her study of high
achieving Puerto Rican children that community engagement was an important factor that
was associated with academic success. So less community engagement may hinder
aspects of academic success for these students.
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Girls in this group were more closely supervised than boys. It was observed that
adolescent boys were given greater independence by their mothers than their sisters. Girls
were required to remain at home more often and assist with domestic responsibilities like
babysitting, cleaning, and food preparation. Traditional gender roles such as these have
been identified as creating conflicts between family responsibilities and academic success
in other Puerto Rican families (Santana, 1988; Valcnzuala, 1999).
Male adolescents were afforded increased privileges and independence at a much
younger age than their sisters. This allowed them to leave and spend unsupervised time
outside of the home. It was common for a mother to tell me that her teenage son “Se
enamoro ” or had fallen in love. Many young male adolescents in this group acquired
greater freedom in both decision making and independence, beginning at age twelve.
Developmentally, this is also the time when the emerging male adolescent might need
more structure and guidance rather than increased decision making and independence.
Thus, this easing up of supervision my not be the best match for young male adolescents.
I observed that there was little accountability and very few consequences for these
male adolescents from their mothers; this appeared to be due to the belief that, as these
boys became adolescents, they were capable of adult decisions and did not require as
much supervision by their mothers. Some mothers like the one quoted below found it
difficult to establish limits with their sons after they were given this independence and
autonomy. Mothers stated that once their children assumed an independent adult-like
persona, they showed less interest in school, and began to arrive late or to cut classes. As
mothers tried to regain control and impose limits, the young men resisted their authority.
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He doesn't want to be in the house, he
prefers to be with his friends. He fell in
love and now he believes that he is a man.
He doesn't listen to me, and I don't know
what to do.
(Mrs. Sanchez, December, 2007

El no quiere estar en la rasa, el prejiere
estar con sus amigos. El sc enamoro y
ahora el se cree que es tin hombre. El no
me have caso. No sc que barer.
(Sra. Sanchez, Diciembre, 2007)

Puerto Rican families tend to be very close and enmeshed. Also, many Puerto
Rican families arc female headed households so many males are given increased
authority and respect at a young age within the home by their mother. Males may have a
position of authority in relation to their younger siblings. This interdependency may be
important and a form of social capital for families given the families limited finances
which places the importance of the group (family) above the needs of the individual.
However, this may confuse the authority lines between mothers and sons. Thus, the male
adolescent may be reconciling the mixed messages of increased responsibility with his
own need for structure, guidance, and discipline.

Home/School Communication
All families in this group identified Spanish as their primary language. I noted in
my observations that although most parents or head of households had limited English
proficiency, the children spoke English well and they were able to communicate with me
in both languages well. However, all children in this group spoke solely Spanish to their
parent or guardian at home. Given the families’ Spanish dominance, all interviews with
families were conducted in Spanish. Research has supported that the exclusive use of
Spanish at home is negatively related to academic success (Fernandez and Nielson,
1986), theielore, this may also be a lactor that impacts the potential school success for
these children.
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Many families in this group reported that their children struggled academically. In
their interviews with me, these LSES families focused on how the school system failed to
communicate effectively with them and failed to support their children. They described
teachers as “la maestra no importa si pasa o no ” (“the teacher isn’t worried about
whether he passes or not.”)
When asked what they could do to improve this situation, the LSES families did
not feel that they could talk directly with the teacher or school staff because they felt this
would not be successful. They described school staff as failing to respond to their
concerns or minimizing their concerns in the past. They did not know or have ideas about
how they could change or improve their relationship with their child's school.
One mother stated that when she was in school, she had the perception that many
teachers only worried about the while students. She always felt that the Puerto Rican
students were treated differently by the mostly white teachers in her school:
Yo siento que los maestros preocupan mas
para los estudiantes blancos que los
puertorriquenos. No nos tratan igual.
(Sra. De la Cruz, Diciembre, 2007)

I think that some teachers worry about the
white students more than the Puerto Rican
students. They don’t treat us the same.
(Ms. De la Cruz, December, 2007)

From the school’s perspective, it may be difficult to maintain contact with these
families. During my data collection, I found it difficult to maintain accurate phone
numbers for some of the families participating in my study. This may certainly be a factor
for schools who want to communicate with the families. Some families offered a cellular
phone number, and then due to the family budget, they were unable to maintain minutes
on the cellular phone; thus, contact would be lost. Other families had landline phones, but
they would be turned off when the family fell behind on their monthly phone bill. Other

families struggled with eredit ehallengcs as they attempted to meet the basic needs of
their family. The landline phone or cellular phone was not as important as food or rent for
their family.
One school secretary at a local elementary school stated:
We try and reach out to families, but many families change their phone numbers
almost weekly. They may offer us a phone number when we contact them, but
then we find that when we attempt to call the family, the phone has been
disconnected.
(Secretary, Holyoke Public School, personal communication, February, 2008)
School discipline was another area of tension for many parents in this group.
Parents consistently stated that they tried to prepare their child by teaching them respect
at home and making sure that they attended school daily. Like Puerto Rican families who
participated in other studies, these parents saw their role as the providers of nurturance to
their children and as teachers of morals, respect, and good behavior (Carger, 1997;
Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Espinosa, 1995; Trumball et. ah, 2001).
When I asked the family to discuss their experiences with their children’s schools,
some families again expressed frustration with home/school communication. One family
stated that the school called frequently to send her son home due to poor behavior at
school. She did not agree with this and stated that this is why her son falls behind in
school. Many parents shared similar accounts of children being sent home frequently
from school due to discipline issues. Another mother described how, when her family
would go to the school after being called by school staff, they would be made to wait for
long periods of time when they arrived at the school before talking to school staff. Some
parents stated that it was dillicult to obtain information about their children when they
requested information about their progress or behavior. When they called the school, their
calls were seldom returned.
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School discipline was a primary concern for many parents in this group. They
stated that they often had disagreements with the schools when their child was sent home.
One mother expressed frustration, because she is called almost daily by the school to pick
him up even though she reports that he behaves well at home:

Elios siempre me Hainan y sc quejan de el.
El principal dice que el no se puede quedar
en la escnela. Yo tengo que caminar a la
escuela y traerle a la casa. Casi todos los
dias, la escuela me manda cartas y me dice
que el se porta mal en la escuela. Pern, el
se porta bien en la casa. No se.
(Sra. Portillo, Diciembre, 2007)

They always call me and complain about
him. The principal says that he can’t stay
in school. 1 have to walk to the school and
bring him home. Almost every day, they
send home notes and they tell me that he
is behaving poorly. He behaves well at
home. 1 don't know.
(Ms. Portillo, December, 2007)

Mothers reported that most of their contacts with their child’s school were due to
behavioral issues. This frustrated the families; they felt that that the schools called home
only when their child misbehaved. Also, many families were discouraged because their
efforts to punish their children at home did not create change or improvements in their
school behavior. For example, one grandmother indicated her frustration in this way:

El asiste la escuela todos los dias. Yo le
aconsejo que el debe portarse bien y
respetar a los maestros, pero todavia la
escuela me llama. Yo le castigo y no le
permito ver la television nijugar
playstation, pero todavia la escuela me
llama y me dice que el no hace caso al
maestro.
(Sra. Ortiz, abuela, Diciembre, 2007)

He attends school every day. 1 advise him
that he should behave and respect the
teachers, but they still call me. I punish
him and don't permit him to watch the
television or play his playstation, but the
school still calls me and tells me that he
doesn't follow the directions of the
teacher.
(Ms. Ortiz, grandmother, December,
2007)

Other mothers expressed similar frustration regarding home/school
communication. One mother stated that she did not know that her high school aged son

had been skipping school until she got his report card. She felt that once his failing grades
arrived, it was too late for her to do anything to correct the behavior.
They never called me or informed me that
he was not going to his classes. When I
finally learned, it was too late. He had
failed all of his classes.
(Ms. Casillo, mother, November, 2007)

Elios nunca me llamaron ni me informoron
que el no iba a sus closes. Cuando yo me
entere, yo era muy torde. El perdid sus
closes.
(Sra. Casillo, madre, Noviembre, 2007)

The two quotes above appear to be contradictory, but may highlight a school
systemic issue. Schools may be less tolerant of behavioral issues (acting out behaviors),
yet schools may tolerate student disengagement and truancy (passive covert behaviors).
Acting out behaviors may be characterized by the student swearing, fighting, or talking
back, while passive behaviors may be characterized as a student cutting class, roaming
the halls, or putting head down in class and not completing his/her work. However, both
sets of behaviors interfere with the students’ ability to learn and to be academically
successful.
In addition, mothers described that when they did attend parent meetings,
bilingual staff members often were not present to help them with translation. Although
some mothers reported attending parent nights, they stopped going because they did not
understand what was said at the meetings. Since there was no translator, they were unable
to communicate with staff and teachers regarding their children’s progress.
Many parents also stated that they did not attend parent nights due to a lack of
transportation. Although they lived relatively close to their child’s schools, they did not
leel sale walking to the school at night since some families had young children and they
perceived the neighborhood area as unsafe at night after dark.
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In general, the Puerto Rican parents in this group all described similar feelings to
what Ms. Ortiz said. They fell their role as parents was to prepare their child for school
by making sure the child was ready for school, that the child arrived to school on time,
and that the family had instructed the child to respect the teachers and school staff. These
findings are similar to those described by Scribner (1999), who studied the views of
Mexican-American families in supporting their children’s education.
The LSES families in my study expressed frustration particularly when a child
was sent home by the school. They believed that this did not address the child’s behavior
and gave the child what they wanted - a chance to leave school. Since the family felt they
had done their job at home, they believed that it was the role of the school and teachers to
educate their child in school. This view corresponds to the findings of Carger (1997),
Chavkin (1991), Chavkin and Gonzalez (1995), and Trumball et al, (2001), who studied
the perceptions of multicultural parents. These parents also saw role of the school as
instilling knowledge in their children.

School Setting
Half of the children in the LSES group (50%) or N=12 attended public schools.
However, some of the children (13%) or N=3 were placed in cither private special
education schools or charter school settings.

Table 9: LSES Children's School Settings
School by
Setting

Public

Charter

Number of
Students
N=24
% Percent

12

50%

Dropped
Out

Under
the age
of 5

2

Private
Special
Education
1

5

4

8%

4%

21%

17%

Although only three students (13%) within this group received special education
services, one grandparent, who was raising her grandchild, described how the local public
school system differed from the out-of-district private special education school that their
grandson now attends. Specifically, she expressed how respectful and caring the school
staff was at her grandson’s new school. For example, the grandmother stated that her
grandson attends school every day now without behavioral incidents. She further stated
that she doesn’t receive any calls regarding behavioral problems; instead, the
grandparents receive regular positive feedback from school staff. This feedback is
communicated either personally in phone calls or in daily reports sent home by the
school. The grandmother staled that the new school consistently tells them what good
parents they are and they recognize the contribution the grandparents make to their
grandson’s education:

La otra escuela siempre me llamaba y le
mandaron a la casa casi todos los di'as,
ellos no quieren trabajar con el.
Manddndole a la casa no le ayudo y el no
aprendid nada. Cuando el se fue a la nueva
escuela, ellos nunca le mandaron a la casa.
Me llamaron con buenas noticias de su
progreso. Yo me send bien y el esta mucho
mas contento.
(Sra. Portillo, abuela, Diciembre, 2007)

The other school always called me and
they send him home everyday. They did
not want to work with him. Sending him
home everyday didn’t help him to learn.
When he went to the new school, they
never sent him home and they called me
with good news regarding his progress. I
felt good and he is much happier.
(Ms. Portillo, grandmother, December,
2007)

Caring staff that support high academic achievement were seen as critical
components of a supportive school for Puerto Rican students in other studies (AntropGonzalez, 2005; Nieto, 1998). Thus Ms. Portillo’s experience appears to validate this
research finding.
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Within this group of families, two children were enrolled in the charter school.
One family stated how pleased they were that their child was enrolled in the Holyoke
Community Charter School. The second family noted that they wished they had the
financial resources to send their daughter to a private school, but that the charter school
was their next best option. This family stated that they did not feel that the local public
school challenged their daughter academically. Because they wanted her to succeed, they
applied to the Holyoke Community Charter School. When she was accepted, they were
quite happy.
The families noted that the regular home/school communication was very positive
from the charter school. However, they stated they didn’t completely understand the
commitment and the demands that the charter school had for both parental involvement
and academics. They described the charter school’s longer days and the required parental
involvement meetings. Ms. Montredo stated that their only dissatisfaction was that the
school did not have an open door policy. This means that they are not able to visit their
child's teacher without an appointment; instead, they must make an appointment with the
academic director before visiting the school and meeting with the teacher:
Im charter tiene mas disciplina y hay
muchas actividades y reuniones para los
padres defamilia. Me gusta que mi hija
tiene ayuda y esta saliendo hien. Somos
pohres y no podemos pagar una escuela
privada es la unica opcion para mi hija. Mi
unica queja es que no nos dejan visitor la
escuela sin una cita. Tenemos que llamary
Itacer cita previa.
(Sra. Montredo, madre, Diciemhre, 2007)

The charter school has more discipline
and there are activities and meetings for
the parents and family. I like that my
daughter has help and that she is doing
well. We are poor and we are not able to
pay for a private school. This is the only
option for my daughter. My only
complaint is that I cannot visit the school
without an appointment. We have to call
and make an appointment first.
(Ms. Montredo, mother, December, 2007)

Yo puedo preguntarle si tiene tareas de la
escuela pero no puedo ayudarle mucho
porque no hablo ingles y las matemdticas
olvtdalo son muy difidles para mi. A voces
tu hermana mayor le ayuda, pero no se que
mas puedo hacer.
(De la Cruz, mad re, Diciembre, 2007)

1 ask him if lie has homework, hut 1 can't
help him much given that I don’t speak
English and math, forget it. It is too
difficult for me. Sometimes his older
sister helps him but I don't know what
more I can do.
(De la Cruz, mother, December, 2007)

Community Supports
The families within this group were not aware of the community agencies, parks
and recreation programs, or other local support agencies available in their community.
However, six of the nine families (67%) reported that they occasionally sent their
children to the local Boys and Girls Club satellite office and mentioned taking advantage
of the activities there at the site.
The Boys Club includes tutoring support. The families stated that they were
pleased with the support of the Boys Club and their bilingual staff. The families felt that
the staff cared for their children and helped them with their homework.
Other families mentioned a community tutoring program located one block from
the public housing project; it is administered by women from a Catholic religious order.
At this site, after-school programming is provided to children in a local community
building. Parents said that their children enjoyed the program and the activities. It helped
them with homework and helped students to gel the extra help they needed with their
schoolwork:
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HI va dos o ires voces a la semana. Ellas
tietien cl if"e rentes actividades y le ayudan
con ins tareas. Hay diferentes juegos y
actividades. A voces el va a el Boys Club y
juega alia. Yo no quiero quo el esta on la
callo.
(Sra Malave, mad re, Diciemhre, 2007)

He goes two or three limes a week. They
have different activities and they help him
with his homework. Sometimes, he goes
to the Boys Club and plays there. I don’t
want him in the street.
(Ms. Malave, mother, December, 2007)

LSES Parents and Parental Involvement
For many families, the desire for their children to succeed in school is mixed with
their own strong feelings of frustration about their own personal struggle in school; many
also must deal with their own low levels of formal education. As a result, many families
found it difficult to help their children with their daily homework. Many families did not
know where to look for help in this area or how they could find support in their
neighborhood to assist their child with their assignments. Most of the families in this
group stated that they did not have any family in the area, so they lacked family support
close by to assist them with greater knowledge about school subjects. Thus, these
families had difficulty knowing how to support their child’s academic work and learning.
However, they expressed great hope for their children’s success. This dynamic of lack of
knowledge combined with high hopes for their children's success creates an emotional
struggle for these families.
Within this group of families, parental involvement took the form of parents
talking to their children about the importance of education, instilling the importance of
rospoto (respect), and meeting their child's basic needs. Rospeto is seen as giving respect
to others, especially parents, teachers, and adults. Teachers are seen as an extension of the
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family, and parents expect their children to respect them. Respeto is demonstrated when
children follow directions and display cooperative behavior.
Parents expressed that education was very important for their children; they
recognized that an education was important to their children's future and conveyed this
message to their children. However they felt verguenza (embarrassment) that they could
not support their children with school assignments. Families within this group were
concerned that their own limited formal education; their limited English literacy impacted
their ability to assist their children with learning language skills or with school homework
assignments.
Yes, I feel that education is important. I
feel that my children are preparing
themselves to be able to enter a new
future. They learn skills and
responsibility.
Ms. Malave, mother, March, 2008

Si, siento que la educat ion es muy
importante. Yo siento que mis hijos estdn
preparandose para un nuevo futuro. Elios
aprenden cosas nuevas y responsabilidad.
Sra. Malave, madre, Marzo, 2008

However, parents did not feel that they could support their children with
assignments or that they possessed the knowledge to assist their children with school
assignments. Additionally, they did not feel that they could question their children’s
teachers. However, they remained hopeful that their own children would benefit from a
positive educational experience. One mother stated with great frustration:
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No puedo deeir a los maestros epic ellos
tienen epic haver par mi hi jo cuando cl los
lienen mas educat ion. Yo tengo confianza
que ellos quieren ayudar a mi hijo pew a
vcccs me siento frust ratio porque ellos me
hablan y me dicen cosas que yo no
entiendo porque yo no hablo ingles bien.
Yo no puedo ayudar a mi hijo con tus
tareas porque no hablo ingles.
(Sra. Casillo, mad re, Diciembre, 2007)

I can't tell the teachers what they have
to do for my child when they have more
education? 1 trust that they want to help
my son, but sometimes I am frustrated
when they speak to me and say things
that I don't understand. I don't
understand English well. I want to help
my child with homework but I don't
speak English.
Ms. Casillo, madre, December, 2007)

Although these parents had difficulty helping their children with their school
work, they consistently noted that they talked with their children. Parents described
different ways outside of the school and classroom that they felt that they were active and
involved parents. It was common for parents within this group to state that they provided
apoyo (support), in addition to, animo (encouragement) to their children. This factor,
open supportive communication, has been associated with academic success in MexicanAmerican children (Scribner, 1999). It may also play a role in supporting the success of
the LSES children.
Yo apoyo mis hijos y les cloy animo. Les
digo que ellos deben continuar a aprender
cosas nuevas.
(Sra. Mont redo, madre, Marzo, 2008)

I support my children and I give them
encouragement. I tell them that they
should continue to learn new things.
Ms. Montrcdo, mother, March, 2008)

These LSES parents gave this support and encouragement by making sure that
their children had clean clothes, ate well, and understood the importance of following
directions and working hard in school:
I hope that my children behave well in
school. I want them to respect the
teachers.
Ms. De la Cruz, mother, March. 2008

Yo espero que mis hijos se portan bien en
la escuela. Yo quiero que ellos respeten a
los maestros.
Sra. De la Cruz, madre, Marzo, 2008
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The parents in this group expressed the importance of preparing their children for
success by talking with them about their parental expectations. They discussed their
desire for their children to work hard, respect teachers and follow directions. Rather than
providing support to their children with reading assignments and homework, they saw
their role as a parent to provide support to their children emotionally and physically. As
mentioned earlier, however, some mothers of adolescent males struggled with structure
and discipline. When these male adolescents acted out in school either through talking
back or being disruptive, it appeared that supports were less available which might lessen
their chances for academic success.
Even though, many of the LSES children struggled in school both academically
and behaviorally, parents did not feel that they could question or disagree with teachers
since they did not themselves possess sufficient levels of formal schooling. Parents
within this group expressed feeling uncomfortable in schools; thus, they did not visit
schools often. They stated that lack of bilingual staff was one reason that they did not go
to the schools. Additionally, the parents in this group were more likely to wait for a call
from the school asking them to attend a meeting rather than to go to the school
themselves and check on the progress of their child.
Despite these limitations, all of the parents within this group expressed hope and
the desire for their children to attend college. However, given the parents’ low levels of
formal schooling, they were not able to operationalize the steps needed to help and
support their children to be successful in preparing for a college education. In fact, they
may not understand the set ol steps and skill attainment needed for their child to achieve
this goal.
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Given these families’ limited financial resources, most of them fervently believed
that education was the one gift that they could offer to their children that would make a
difference in their future life. One grandmother stated that she had nothing to leave her
grandson except the hope for a good education:
Como pobres el unico regalo que puedo
dejar a nuestros hijos es ana buena
ed near ion.
(Sra. Ortiz, abuela, Noviembre, 2007)

As we are poor, the only gift that 1 can
leave my children is a good education.
(Ms. Ortiz, grandmother, November, 2007
0

Families in this group can be described as hopeful; they clearly desired success
for their children in school. They hoped that their children would perform better in school
than they had themselves. They expressed a strong respect for education; and they
believed that if their children did well in school, they would have a better future.
Within this group of parents, parental school involvement was expressed as the
parents speaking to their children about the importance of education, showing respeto
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(respect) to teachers, and working hard. Families described their expectations for their
3
children to listen to teachers, and to follow directions. These families appeared to believe
that there was a connection between education and an improved future for their children,
even though they did not have an understanding of the many other factors that infiuence a
child's academic success. Some of these factors have been shown to be structured home
settings, supporting bilingual environments, and engaging children in community
organizations (Hinc, 1992; Jcynes, 2005).
Families within this group described their parental role as making sure that their
children had clean clothes, were well fed and clean, and were sent to school daily and on
time. It is important for schools to understand how to assist these students and support
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these families, since these parents do not feel that they have the skills or knowledge to
help their children academically or with plans for college. School staff members need to
show that they understand how these parents do support their children emotionally and
physically. Schools should strive to recognize the parents’ efforts rather than criticize
them; in this way, schools and families can work together to establish a partnership. This
will help to develop confianza (trust) between the school and the home which may help
to support academic success for children of the LSES families.
LSES Families and Social Capital
Table 10: LSES Families and an Analysis of Their Cultural Capital
Social
Capital
LSES
Families

Aspirational

Familial

Linguistic

Navigational

Social

Resistant

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

There are various forms of cultural capital that many African-American or Black
and Latino families’ posses that are often overlooked by the dominant White culture
(Yosso, 2005). All of the LSES families had expressed aspirational capital or the hope
that their children would succeed in school. Familial capital was observed between
children and their parents through their close relationships which at times were observed
as enmeshed. However, these close relationships evidenced by interdependence may
assist the families to function and survive. Families placed importance on the family's
needs being more important than an individual's needs. These relationships were
examples of familial capital. Within this group, I noted that maternal relationships
particularly between mothers and their sons were particularly close and enmeshed.
However, as these sons became adolescents, the mothers afforded increased
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independence to their adolescent sons at a time when they may need more structure and
guidance. This may be due to the mother's limited schooling or to the fact that they
experienced their own right of passage into adulthood during their adolescence as they
became mothers themselves and started their own independent families.
Linguistic capital or bilingualism (the ability to speak two languages) was
evidenced as capital that children within this group possessed but the adults did not given
their ability to communicate only in Spanish. Given that the adults within these families
spoke only Spanish, the children were required often to assist their parents in translating
documents and translating conversations so that their parents could obtain goods and
services within the English speaking dominant community in order to meet the basic
needs of the LSES families.
Most children and adults within this group demonstrated limited navigational
capital or the ability to deal with racism or stressful events. They expressed frustration;
however, they did not feel that they could criticize teachers or administrators who they
believed failed to care for or support their children. Most often, they described feelings of
anger, but they did not know how to create positive change. Most often, the families felt
subordinate to the teachers given the teacher’s higher levels of education.
Additionally, these families did not have strong social capital in the form of
community relationships or networks that supported the families with ideas or
suggestions regarding how to make the situation better. The LSES families had limited
extended family and limited contact with the larger community. The children did not play
on sports teams and did not attend community centers or programs outside of their

neighborhoods. They did not establish broader networks, friendships, or connections
outside of their immediate families and neighborhoods.
Also, these families demonstrated little resistant capital or the ability to confront
or change inequality. They clearly expressed feeling subordinate to teachers and other
professionals. Many of the families did embrace a strong sense of Puerto Rican pride and
expressed that they had regular contact through yearly visits to Puerto Rico which may be
their form of resistant capital through the maintenance of their cultural pride and identity.
However, many LSES children developed oppositional identities and were failing to
succeed in school.
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CHAPTER VII
EMERGING WORKING CLASS FAMILIES
The second group of families in the study is from the working class group. Some
of these Puerto Rican families are homeowners. Most of them have some post-high
school training or college experience. These families are not as limited in their financial
resources as the first set of families; however, all of them are struggling to make ends
meet.
While these families have a strong sense of Orgullo Boricua (Puerto Rican Pride),
they have also developed strong bilingual skills and arc able to interact easily with the
non-Spanish speaking community. This ability to speak two languages helps them to
navigate through the community-at-large more effectively and independently. It also
provides them with more options both for their employment and training opportunities.
The families and their composition are described in the table below. I have
changed the families’ names and used pseudonyms to maintain their confidentiality. 1
will use these pseudonyms to identify the families within my dissertation.
Family Composition
Unlike the women in the LSES group, this group of working class families had
more women who identified themselves as being in a relationship. However, female
headed households were still the majority. Only three of the eight families had two parent
households; however, this number is significantly higher than within the LSES group of
families. Within the working class group, many of the women told me that they were
raising their children alone and without support from the fathers. Some of the women
stated that they had left abusive relationships, while others had their children at a young

age and said that their relationships did not work out. Others noted that they made a
conscious decision to focus on raising their children, and they did not desire a partner.
Table 11: Working Class Families

Abreu

El Pueblo

Female Headed
Household
No

Arocho
Bonilla

El Pueblo
El Pueblo

No
No

Avila

El Pueblo

Yes

Cappas

El Pueblo

Yes

Reyes

El Pueblo

Yes

Santana

El Pueblo

Yes

Sostre

El Pueblo

Yes

Family

Residence

Mother's
employment
Certified
Nurses Aide
and
Hairdresser
Retail/Layoff
Special
Education
Assistant
Teacher
Preschool
Teacher
Bus monitor
and Certified
Nurses Aide
Family Day
Care Director
Teacher
Assistant
Medical
Records

Children
19, 14 and 8

8 and 6 months
20, 17, 10

15 and 14
14, 11,5 and
2.5
19, 16 and 14
18
24, 20,and 14

Educational Attainment
Within this group of working class families, the levels of formal schooling were
higher than in the LSES families. The average number of years of school completed by
this group was 11.2 years. The range in schooling was from a low of eighth grade to a
high ol 14 years of formal schooling. The highest degree attained was the successful
completion ol an Associates degree. All but one of the mothers in this group spoke both
English and Spanish. Almost all of the families within this group were able to
communicate with me in both languages; in fact, they switched between English and
Spanish easily.
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The one mother in this group who was not completely bilingual lived and
maintained a home day care business in El Pueblo. Since her clients were all Spanish
speaking, she did not have to develop her bilingual skills. Because her work kept her at
home, she did not have the constant need to move within the neighborhood or community
and develop her English skills to communicate with others.
In contrast, two of the mothers were Teacher Assistants in the public school; they
were required to speak English throughout the school day and this helped to develop their
strong English language skills. All of the working class mothers were actively employed.
However, in one of the two-parent families, the father had been recently laid off due to
cutbacks at his work site that that eliminated his job.
Residency
The average number of years that these families had lived in El Pueblo was 11.0
years. One family arrived only four months ago, and there was another family in this
group that had lived in El Pueblo for more than twenty years. Fifty percent of these
working families or four of the eight families had established roots in the community
through homeownership. These families had taken advantage of the ‘first lime home
buyer' program for the newer homes that were built in El Pueblo through federal grants.
Two of the families resided in Chicopee, Massachusetts, a city that borders El Pueblo.
Given the proximity to Holyoke and El Pueblo, Chicopee has recently become a popular
city for Puerto Ricans who leave Holyoke. It has reasonable housing options and
available apartments for families who wish to move. The concentration of poverty in
Chicopee is less than in either Springfield or Holyoke.

Home Environment and Language
Most of the home environments in this group consisted of two or three bedroom
apartments or duplex-style apartments. In addition, some families lived in new large
individual three and four bedroom houses that were built by the Holyoke Community
Development Corporation. These homes were designed to provide El Pueblo residents
with the opportunity to own their own homes. Holyoke has focused on home ownership
to provide new stability to the city. For example, one public housing complex in the city
was razed and in its place, colorful, two and three bedroom condominiums were
constructed. These homes are attractive and resemble the bright colorful housing found in
Old San Juan, Puerto Rico.
Housing in this group was adequate; most apartments consisted of large living
rooms, large kitchens with microwaves and cabinetry, and large ample bedroom space.
The homes were comfortable and quite spacious. In almost all cases, these homes had
newer furniture and appliances, and they were colorful and attractively decorated. Again,
electronics were plentiful, offering an opportunity for parent/child shared learning.
However, as with most families, the games were used as a pastime similar to television to
occupy children at home. Most homes had ample newer style televisions with cable
connections. Some homes had computers.
Almost all youths had cellular phones. They were not the most recent models, but
they did receive money from their parents to buy minutes, and text messaging and calling
friends was a regular pastime. The adolescents and parents stated that the cellular phones
provided a way for both groups to stay in contact with each other should an emergency
occur.
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Adolescents had play station games, hand-held electronics and MP3 Players.
These popular devices provide immediate gratification to all young people, including
Puerto Rican youth. One only has to turn on a switch and he transported to a world of
loud music, audio, color, and action. Can schools make use of this information to more
actively engage Puerto Rican youths in the classroom environment?
1 did not observe the loud music and noise levels that I observed at the public
housing projects where the LSES families lived. Occasionally, a birthday celebration or
wedding was held at one of the homes. I observed these family gatherings, and music was
commonly played to celebrate the festive occasions. Overall, however, these homes were
quieter than the homes of the LSES families.
I also observed that these families did not speak as loudly as the previous LSES
families did, nor did 1 observe the same frequency of Spanish profanity as 1 heard from
my first group of families. However, adolescents and males within this group were
observed to use profanity in the company of their friends and during their conversations
with friends; this was similar to the previous group, but there was less of it and it was
done more quietly.
I was impressed with both the adults' and children’s ability and fluidity in
switching between spoken Spanish and English. Unlike the prior group, children and
adolescents tended to communicate in English with their parents. These interviews were
conducted in both English and Spanish, as 1 took the lead from the family. 1 switched and
mirrored the language that they spoke to me in during the interview.
The popularity of urban music artists was evident in the clothing that male Puerto
Rican youths wore within this group. Clothing was newer in style, and consisted of baggy

jeans and hip/hop like attire. Pictures of popular music artist and rap artists were popular
and observed in many of the youths’ bedrooms. Jewelry was commonly worn by both
girls and boys. Chains and medals were popular. Girls and boys wore name pendants,
religious medals, and Puerto Rican flags.
Baseball hats were popular and many male youths had multiple baseball hats in
multiple colors. Sneakers were an important accessory. I observed that most male Puerto
Rican adolescents typically had newer sneakers and seemed to take pride in choosing
their color and style. These Puerto Rican male adolescents took care to maintain their
“lined up’' hair cuts and their “in style” clothing. Care of their eyebrows and facial hair
was also observed in this group of male adolescents.
Regardless of their body types, female adolescents tended to dress in ways that
accentuated their bodies, as opposed to the males, who wore baggy jeans and longer
shirts. Tight jeans and shirts that outlined the shape of their bodies were common with the
girls. Jeans known as “hip huggers” were the most frequent style worn by the adolescent
females. There were obvious gender differences in the way this group of adolescents
dressed.
Some parents stated that they did not approve of the clothes worn by their
adolescent children, but they added that the adolescents routinely would sneak clothing
out of the house. Most parents said that they wished public schools required that students
wear unilorms as they must in Puerto Rico. They felt this would resolve many of the
clothing problems with their children.
Home environments were more structured and supervised than 1 observed in the
lust group ol families. Parents attempted to supervise their children more closely, but
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since many of the parents were single and working, after-school supervision was noted to
be a challenge for many families. Surprisingly, families did not participate in community
activities, youth centers and sports events. They staled that they were not aware of the
programs. Thus these families were sometimes less engaged in community programs than
their LSES peers, even though their supervision of the children was more structured.
As in the lower-SES families, girls were more closely supervised than boys. It
was observed that adolescent boys continued to be more independent and less
accountable to their mothers than their sisters. Girls were required to remain at home or
were supervised more closely by their mothers. They were required to assist with meal
preparation and household chores more often than their brothers. I did not often observe
males being asked to help with the daily chores or home responsibilities. This represents
the “machismo” or male privilege and strong gender based roles within the Puerto Rican
family unit. Girls and women are seen as caretakers while boys and men are seen as
needing to be taken care of and given greater freedom and independence.
Puerto Rican children and adolescents in this group continued to stay up later on
school nights. Many stayed up to 11:0() P.M. Again, this is mentioned given the early
start times found in most schools and the recommendations that eight hours of sleep is
recommended by most medical practitioners for adolescents. In fact, Holyoke Public
Schools recently moved the start time of their high school programs forward by about an
hour to help these adolescents get more sleep.
Most Puerto Rican mothers in this group appeared to provide greater
independence in decision making to their male adolescent sons. Male adolescents
assumed almost a partnership with their mothers. This was characterized by very close
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mutually dependent relationships. This observation in my field notes was similar to the
LwSES families; both groups of families appeared to give their sons greater authority and
autonomy in decision making. There was little accountability and few consequences for
these male adolescents at home.
The enmeshed roles I observed between mothers and sons made it difficult for
mothers to establish their authority when they attempted to discipline their sons. The
pattern of closeness that had been previously established between them seemed to
conflict with the newer autonomy the boys enjoyed. I saw that sons often had a close
shared relationship with their mothers. However, I observed that they also appeared to
use this relationship to manipulate and control their mothers. For example, they would
use their relationship to charm their mothers into giving them what they wanted.
Like the LSES group, this group of families appeared to feel that as their sons
became adolescents, they were capable of adult decisions and increased independence.
This, in turn, was met with decreased supervision by their mothers, who seemed to have
few controls and provided little guidance, especially when it concerned their son’s
developing romantic relationships:
Se enamoro may temprano. El quiere hat er
que le da la garni.
(Sra. Cappas, November, 2007)

He fell in love very early. He wants to do
what he wants to do.
(Ms. Cappas, November, 2007<

In this group, many mothers had conceived their first child at fourteen or fifteen
years old. Thus, these Puerto Rican mothers may view falling in love as a right of passage
into adulthood for their male child. For both boys and girls, the conception and birth of
their first child during adolescence is a distinctive marker of entrance into the adult
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world. Male adolescents appear to have more opportunities for these behaviors since
mothers have less control over their activities.

Honic/School Communication
Students were enrolled in both local public schools and in the local charter school.
Some families within this group had children who were struggling academically in
school. Their parents were more specific in their complaints or concerns regarding the
local school systems than the first group of LSES families. In their interviews with me,
the working class families shared many of the same concerns as the LSES families.
However, the working class families had a deeper, richer understanding of how the
school system failed to communicate effectively with them and failed to support their
children. Working class Puerto Rican families were more willing than LSES families to
place some of the blame for poor performance on the schools.
The working class families described feeling that many school staff failed to
respond to their concerns, even thought the parents understood that it was important to
stay in contact with their child's school, as stated by Senora Bonilla:
Parents need to be more involved.
They need to know what is going on in their child’s schools.
Sra Bonilla, mother, November, 2007
These families maintained more consistent telephone numbers and contacts with
the schools; thus it was easier for schools to reach out to these families and establish
contact. During my communications with the working class families, I observed very few
changes in phone numbers. Even with increased ease of communication, however, these
families stated that they frequently called the schools and did not receive return phone

calls from teachers. As a whole, these families stated that they were dissatisfied with their
attempts to communicate with their child’s school.
One exception within this group was with a charter school parent whose child
attended the Holyoke Community Charter School. Ms. Cappas stated:
The Charter School is very involved with the parents. There are sometimes three
meetings a month. There is the PTO, parent activities, and regular updates
regarding my child’s progress.
(Ms. Cappas, mother, November, 2007)
A similar concern was expressed by both LSES and working class parents
regarding the influences of peers on their children. They consistently stated that they
feared the negative peer influences from other youth on their own children. They did not
want their children in the street or street involved. One mother stated:
Le digo a mi hi jo que tiene que tener
macho cuidado con sus amistades. Yo me
preocupo macho. Yo no qaiero qae se
relacione con otros muchachos qae se le
llevan por mal camino.
(Sra. Cappas, madre, Enero, 2008)

I tell my son that he has to be careful with
his friends. 1 don’t want him to have
friendships with other youths who are
going to take him down a bad road.
Ms. Cappas, mother, January, 2008)

When 1 asked the families to discuss their experiences with their children's
school, some families in this group expressed frustration about home/school
communication and the expectations for their child's success. One mother stated that
when the school called her, she scheduled a meeting with the Puerto Rican administrator
at the school. The mother began to discuss her concerns with the administrator when the
administrator stopped her and stated, “You need to deal with the present, not the past.”
The parent felt that she had not been listened to or respected by the administrator. She felt
it was important to deal with the past issue involving her child, and she had hoped that

108

the school administrator would to listen to her point of view. Alter this incident, she left
the school feeling frustrated and disrespected.
Yo no quen'a que eso vuelva a pasar
otravez pero ella no me escucho. ’’
(Sra. Bonilla, mad re, December, 2007)

I wanted to be sure that this was not going
to happen again, but she didn't listen to
me.
(Ms. Bonilla, mother, November, 2007

This working class group of parents stated that they were often frustrated with the
manner in which school administrators spoke to them. They felt that the school staff
spoke down to them and did not value their opinions as parents. One mother shared an
incident in which she waited for over an hour for a scheduled appointment with the
principal. The principal walked by her several times while the parent was waiting, but did
not greet the parent or explain that there was a delay in their scheduled meeting time.
When the parent confronted the principal about this, the principal stated to the mother
“You have the time to wait since you don’t work”. Ms. Rodriquez was angry and
disappointed. In order to attend the meeting, she had to make paid arrangements for
someone to cover her day care business so that she could leave to go to school for the
meeting:
Yo estoy pendiente de mi hi jo, pero la
escuela no me respeta. Cuando fui a una
cita, el principal no me atendid y yo tuve
que esperar mas que una kora. Ella nunca
me dijo nada ni perddn.
(Sra. Rodriguez, mother, November, 2007)

I am involved with my son, but the school
doesn't respect me. When I went to an
appointment, the principal didn't meet
with me and made me wait for an hour.
She never even said, “I'm sorry.”
(Ms. Reyes, mother, November, 2007)

This group of parents did not describe the lack of translators as a challenge for
them, because nearly all of them spoke and understood English. However, they stated that
the times when they do meet a staff member who speaks Spanish or who looks Puerto

Rican, they feel, confianza (trust) almost immediately. They feel that there is a greater
likelihood that they will be respected and understood by the stall member.
When 1 hear someone speaking Spanish, I feel like they understand me and I trust
them. It's like we share something in common. It’s way different!
(Mr. Abreu, father, January, 2008)
Working class parents also did not experience the challenges with transportation
that the LSES families did, since these families had their own cars. However getting to
after-school meetings was a challenge for them. They stated that work schedules made
this hard, especially for the single parents. Even the parents in the two-adult households
stated that the long workdays and double shills made it difficult to attend these events.
One father stated:
I’ve been lucky. I have straight A students. I don’t take this for granted, and I
want the best for them. I want to be involved and for this reason 1 make the
sacrifices to attend.
(Mr. Abreu, father, January, 2008)
One working class mother expressed general frustration regarding her three sons'
lack of academic success in school. She has tried both the Holyoke Public Schools and
the Holyoke Community Charter School. She stated that her sons are partly to blame
since they have made bad decisions, but she is concerned that none of them have been
successful in school:
Yo tengo mis preocupaciones porque
ningunos de mis tres hijos hem cumplido
high school.
(Sra. Reyes, mad re, Enero, 2008)

1 have my worries because none of my
three sons have completed high school.
(Ms. Reyes, mother, January, 2008)

This mother believed that one of her son’s problems stemmed from a negative
relationship with a Puerto Rican teacher in his elementary school. She stated that he was
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hit by the teacher and in her words, “El perdio la confianza en la escuela. ” (“He lost
trust in the school.”) She stated that her son dropped out of school in the eighth grade and
he has just returned to study at the Job Corps. Now, she reports that he gets up early
every day to lake the bus to the Chicopee Job corps site. He wears khaki’s and irons his
own button-down shirt which he wears daily with a tie. Ms. Reyes stated that he is doing
very well and is happy:
El despierta todos los dias a las 7:30,
plancha su ropa, y no hay problemas. El
esta contento.
(Sra. Keyes, wad re, Febrero,2008)

He wakes up every day at 7:30 A.M., he
irons his clothes, and there are no
problems. He is happy.
(Ms. Reyes, mother, February, 2008)

Ms. Reyes said she felt that teachers did not want to help students or that they
didn’t have the time or want to develop a relationship with their students. She felt that
teachers were not always interested in the students and they preferred to send them home
rather than to work with them in the school. One father stated that, for this reason, he
liked the charter school. Sending his children to private school was just not possible. He
reported that he trusted the Charter School to give his children a good education and
better future:
1 don't have many options for my children.
We struggle to pay the bills. There is just not extra money
for private school, although I wish 1 could send them.
We try to spend time together as a family. 1 was just laid off, and that makes
things more difficult.
(Mr. Abreu, father, February, 2008)
Like the LSES group, mothers in the working class group reported that most of
their contacts with their children's school were negative; the school contacted them
because of behavioral issues and disciplinary actions. This frustrated the families since

they felt that that it was the job of the school to find ways to address students' behavior
and keep them in school.
Many of these families were also frustrated because their attempts to punish their
children at home did not create change at school. For example, one mother stated:
Los maestros no quieren tomar el tiempo
con los estudiantes. Todo es suspensiones.
(Sra. Bonilla, mad re, Diciembre, 2007)

The teachers don't want to take the time
with the students. It’s all suspensions.
(Ms. Bonilla, mother, December, 2007)

This sentiment was expressed by other Puerto Rican working class parents. They
were concerned that teachers did not take the time to set to know their children. Parents
felt that teachers quickly decided that a behavior was inappropriate; then the child would
be sent to the Assistant Principal and sent home. Like the previous group of parents, these
parents stated that they speak with their children and try to aconsejarles (give them
advice), but this does not work. Many times, their children repeat the same scenario in
school over and over again, as described above by Ms. Bonilla.
The working class parents described the feeling of being pulled in two different
directions - on one side, they try to support their children and the school while on the
other side, they were trying to stay employed and keep their jobs and homes. They stated
that the school often called them at work, and their supervisors were unsympathetic. They
said that they were frequently disciplined for leaving the job to deal with child-related
issues. This creates stress both for the adult and for the child, since the family’s income
and ability to maintain itself is at risk.
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School Setting

Table 12: Working-Class Children’s School Settings
School by
Setting

High
School
Graduate

Public

Charter

Private
Special
Education

Dropped
Out

Number of
Students
N=21
% Percent

3

10

1

0

4

Under
the
age of
5
3

14%

48%

5%

0%

19%

14%

In this group, there was only one child who attended the charter school, and he
happened to be receiving special education services. The mother reported that she needed
to advocate for her child and to ensure that his needed services were provided by the
school. She explained that she called the school regularly and reviewed his work daily.
When she had questions, she would immediately call the school and ask for a meeting.
Although it was difficult initially at the school, the mother stated that she now believed
her son has made good progress from the school's interventions, and he is doing well.
However, she feels it helps to check on his progress regularly.
She reported that she continues to check on him and attends all of his meetings so
that the school will continue to meet his needs. She echoed a similar concern of the other
charter school parent regarding access to the school; she is frustrated with the charter
school policy that she cannot enter the school or observe her child's classroom. She must
make an appointment to meet with the academic director, and she is not allowed to visit
the classrooms at the school. She understands that the teachers are busy, but she doesn’t
feel comfortable not being able to see the classrooms. She did state that her calls are

always returned from teachers and staff, and she spoke positively about the
communication between the charter school and the home. She stated:
It was difficult at first, but the school is improving. I think that the teachers and
principal really care for the students. There is a sense of community. It was a
good option for my son.
(Ms. Arocho, mother, January, 2008)
This mother expressed a common theme that was shared by the other parents in
my research. They want the schools to care and to have a sense of community that
supports their children. Caring has been a theme identified in other research on both
Mexican-America families and successful school environments for Puerto Rican students
(Nieto, 1998; Antrop-Gonzalez, 2005). Parents want to be confident that the staff cares
and that they share the parents’ desire for the best for their children. They want to be
assured that, as they struggle to make ends meet at home, their children have an
opportunity to be successful.
Parents discussed their own past negative experiences and how these impact their
current relationships with their child’s schools:
Una madre tiene que luchar por sus hijos.
Yo recuerdo que unos maestros no me
trataron ayudar. / want to help him to
reach his goals. Un palo no se dobla si se
crece bien.
(Sra. Arocho, mad re, January, 2008)

A mother needs to fight for her children. I
remember that some teachers did not try
to help me. I want him to reach his goals.
A branch does not bend if it grows well.
(Ms. Arocho, mother, January, 2008)

Although most families within this group have completed high school and
additional formal training, it was still difficult for them to assist with homework and
schoolwork. They stated that mathematics was a particularly challenging area for them in

114

which to assist their children. Many families did not have an idea of where they could
obtain support to assist their child when they were not able to do so themselves.
Since these families did have some extended family members in the area, they
reported that they were more likely to speak to their extended family about their
children’s behavioral problems; they seldom asked for academic help. In particular,
mothers and sisters were consulted if their child needed help with his or her behavior, but
they didn't know where to get help for the academics. Outside of the family, the parents
stated that they were more likely to turn to a school counselor and to ask them for help:
Yo le hablo y le digo que tiene que
estudiar. Si el tiene problemas en la
escuela el no debe tener vergiienz.cn El
puede hablar con el consejero.
(Sra. Sostre, mad re, Enero, 2008)

I speak with him and tell him that he
needs to study. If he has a school
problem, he shouldn't feel ashamed. He
can speak with a counselor.
(Ms. Sostre, mother, January, 2008)

It was surprising to me that only one family participated in community activities
«

•

at the Boys Club. Although this family lived in El Pueblo, the mother did not send her
child to the local branch office of the Boys Club. Instead, she sent him to the larger main
office, rather than the satellite office that was closer. This closer office was the one used
by the first group of parents. She sent him to the main office because she believed there
were more activities for him and more supervision. She felt it was safer than the branch
office at the public housing site.
Families within this group described specific goals for their children. The LSES
group stated that school was important, but they did not know how to support their
child's success in any detailed way. The working class families made the specific
connection that school success was important to obtain a better job and better future for
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their children. One mother, who had only been in the continental United States for four
months, already worked within the loeal school system as a Teacher Assistant. She stated
her goals for her daughter were for her to learn English and to obtain a good career. This
mother already spoke fluent English from her studies in Puerto Rico. She said that
education was very important to her family:

Education is very important. Without no education in the future, they will not be
able to reach their goals without a good education. I want to motivate them both
for them to study and get the best education so in the future they have the best
career. My expectations are for my daughters to learn English language because
they do not speak it. I want them to get all of the help at school. That will make
them feel better and it will be easier for them.
(Ms. Avila, mother, February, 2008)
Working class parents appear to be more comfortable with their interactions in
schools. They represent emerging voices in this area. They recognize the importance of
education in general, and they specifically understand the importance of a successful
educational experience to the future of their children.
They are very proud of their Puerto Rican ancestry. They share a similar view
with the LSES group that Orgullo Boricua (Puerto Rican Pride) is important to them and
connects them to their families. This group, however, has found ways to maintain their
heritage as well as ways to promote success for themselves by participating in their
communities.
Part of their success is due to their ability to reach out to schools, given their
bilingualism. They expressed concern about this, however, because when they reached
out, schools did not always value their words or participation. In one incident, a mother
related to me that she tried to reach out to the school counselor. I encouraged her to call
the counselor while I was there with her. She did make the call then. I followed up with

her laler in ihe course of the interviews when 1 met with her again. According to her, the
counselor did not return her calls or try to communicate with her when she needed apoyo
(support). She felt frustrated that when she reached out to the counselor, he did not lake
the time to call her back or meet with her.
It is in interactions like these that Puerto Rican working class families discuss
losing la conflanza (trust) in the school system.
Well, I speak to the counselor first, and let him know what’s the problem. I hoped
that if he couldn't help me that he will get me the correct person to help me with
the problem. But, he didn’t call me back.
(Ms. Arocho, mother, January 2008)
Working families are best described as families who are looking for caring and
communication from schools. Parents described the difficult balance between home and
work responsibilities. They expressed specific goals for their child’s academic success.
When one parent in the working class group, who was initially satisfied with public
schooling, opted for a public funded charter school, he realized that he had choices
regarding schools and his child’s education. This made him feel that he was choosing a
better situation for his child when he experienced a different interaction with the charter
school.
Working class families stressed the desire to have a caring school community to
support them and to form a strong community of support for their children. Unlike the
first group of families who stated that they were poor and had little to leave to their
children, these working class families have established themselves by working in and
understanding their new community and neighborhoods. They have begun to master this
culture while maintaining their Puerto Rican pride. They want their children to do better
and to have a brighter future.
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Working class families expccl that schools will support their child's success. Most
importantly, they want to be listened to and have their voices and words be heard. They
expect to be treated respectfully by their children's school. Parents felt that their children
had a good chance at success and graduation. These parents understood that children
needed to continue to work at succeeding in school. As this mother's quote makes clear,
they understand that education is a process:
Well. 1 always tell my children that they were born naked,
no teeth and they didn’t walk. So, in life, everything is a process for them to learn.
(Ms. Avila, mother, February, 2008)

Working Class Parents and Parental Involvement
The families within this group try to be active and engaged in the educational
process. They understand that their part of the process helped their children to be
successful. Parental involvement for these parents included calling the school to check on
their child's progress, rather than waiting for the school to call them. It included visiting
and meeting with the school when the parents had a question or concern. Additionally,
the parents clearly saw their roles as advocates for their children:
I believe it's the parent's role to advocate for their child in all aspects
Ms. Abreu, mother, February, 2008.
These differences appear to be the result of the parents being more successful
with their own schooling combined with their understanding of schools and their
structure. For example, parents in this group told me that, when they had a problem, they
would directly approach school staff. One mother stated:
If necessary, I speak with teachers, counselors, and even principals.
Ms. Arocho, mother, January, 2008
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One of the major differences between this group and the LSES group is their
higher level of formal schooling. Parents in this group had completed high school and
most had at least some college course work completed. A second difference between this
group and the LSES group was their higher levels of English literacy. This allows for
their comfort in communicating with school teachers and staff. Thus, the parents have an
improved capacity to advocate for their children, and they can directly communicate with
school staff and personnel. One mother from this group stated:
A parent should go to meetings and be involved.
They need to talk to their child and keep lines of communication open with their
child’s schools.
Ms. Sostre, mother, February, 2008

The parents within the working class group realized that it was important to
advocate for their children, and they actively supported their child's education by
checking their homework and monitoring their school progress. They felt comfortable
helping with daily assignments, but most of these parents expressed that they had
difficulty with math homework.
1 try to help him. 1 tell him that I want him to finish school. I got my GED at
thirty years old. Then, 1 became a medical assistant and certified nurse assistant. If
I can do it at forty three, he can do it. But, the math is really hard.
Ms. Sostre, mother, February, 2008
These parents were more likely to go to the school to ask questions instead of
waiting for calls from the school. At times, they encountered obstacles in how school
staff received their efforts to be actively involved in situations with their children. Again,
the theme of “respeto” or respect reappeared within this group of parents, just as it had
with the LSES group. Although these parents were more actively engaged in
communication with schools, they reported that they did not feel the school staff showed

respect for their concerns. They felt their concerns were not taken seriously by the
teachers. One mother stated:
I feel that his teacher thinks that I don't care about his education. She talks down
to me, and she always tells me what I should do rather than asking me about my
son.
Ms. Bonilla, mother, March, 2008
When encounters like this happened, many parents felt that their voices were not
heard. School staff made assumptions about the parents that were untrue (such as a parent
not being employed). Staff also failed to show respect for the parents, often by making
them wait extra long for meetings or not returning calls. Parents reported that incidents
like this made them feel that staff did not show respect for them and their families.
When parents feel that they are given the proper interest and guidance from
school staff, they can offer better support for their children’s studies. After incidents in
which they experienced a lack of respect, working class families did not feel confianza
(trust) in the schools. The families were more likely to see schools as places where their
children could not succeed. This is particularly important given that many parents
described having negative school experiences as children themselves. Thus, it is
important to recognize that many Puerto Rican parents have a hard time returning to a
school environment to advocate for their children. For this reason, school staff needs to
be conscious of listening and not reinforcing the negative beliefs that many Puerto Rican
parents have of schools from their own early schooling experiences as a child. As Hine
(1992) stated:
....educators....must understand that Puerto Rican children arc just as capable as
any other subgroup of attaining high levels of academic achievement. Students
can and will “rise to greatness if greatness is expected of [theml”. p. 15
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Research has shown that when parents and school personnel are involved in
activities in which there is a common bond of understanding, children have an
opportunity to grow in competence and self-esteem (Coelho, 1994; Comer, 1988). Comer
stated that “the relationship between school and family is at the heart of a poor child's
success or lack of it" (Goldberg, 1990). The documented experiences of the working
class group with schools in Goldberg's paper suggest that more changes need to be made,
so that parents can be respected and included in schools. Poor children will have a better
opportunity to succeed when schools build strong relationships with families.
Working Class Families and Social Capital
Table 13: Working Class Families and an Analysis of Their Cultural Capital
Social
Capital
Working
Class
Families

Aspirational

Familial

Linguistic

Navigational

Social

Resistant

YES

YES

YES

YES

Limited

YES

All of the Working Class families verbalized strong aspirational capital or the
hope that their children would succeed in school and attend college. Children and their
parents had close relationships; however, there was evidence of more structure and
guidance provided by parents to their children. The importance of family needs continued
to be stressed over individual needs. Families were close and when extended family was
present, there were regular contacts and families depended on extended family for both
guidance and support.
Linguistic capital or the ability to speak two languages was evidenced by both
adults and children. Adults and children spoke easily in both Spanish and English.
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Parents encouraged their children to learn English but maintain Spanish fluency through
using both English and Spanish at home.
Most children and adults within this group demonstrated greater navigational
capital or the ability to deal with racism or stressful events from the White dominant
culture than the LSES families. Parents expressed feeling comfortable and regularly
approaching teachers and school principals with any school concerns or problems.
Working class families did not have strong social capital in the form of
established community linkages or networks that supported the families. Working class
family networks did consist of predominantly extended family members and friends. The
children did not play on sports teams and did not attend community centers or programs
outside of their neighborhoods. Few families established broader networks, friendships,
or connections outside of their immediate families and neighborhoods.
Working families demonstrated increased resistant capital through their ability to
confront or change inequality. These families did not describe feeling subordinate to
teachers or other professionals. They asked questions and looked for guidance from the
teachers and other professionals in order to support their children and their educational
outcomes. Families continued to have a strong Puerto Rican pride and a Puerto Rican
identity. Some children within this group were developing oppositional identities and
failing to succeed at school, while others were meeting with some success academically.

CHAPTER VIII
ESTABLISHED PROFESSIONAL CLASS FAMILIES CREATING CHANGE
Within my study, the third group of five families is composed of professional
Puerto Rican families. All of these families arc Springfield homeowners and residents.
Most of these families have obtained a college education. A few parents have obtained
graduate degrees. These families all have sufficient financial resources and employment
that has allowed them to create strong networks and broad levels of support in the
neighborhoods and community in which they live with their families. However, all of
these families identified specific challenges in their interactions with their children’s
schools.
These families are active in the community. They create change by asking
questions of local leaders and they refuse to accept that Puerto Rican underachievement
is acceptable either in their families or within the Western Massachusetts community.
They are pressing the community to refuse to accept stereotypes; they hold teachers and
schools accountable not only for their own children but also for all children.
These families continue to demonstrate a strong sense of Puerto Rican pride.
While they have developed strong bilingual skills, just as the working class families did,
this does not indicate that they have lost their connection to their Puerto Rican identity.
They are comfortable and able to interact easily within the majority community of nonSpanish speaking individuals, as well as within the Puerto Rican community. These
families articulately expressed their understanding of Puerto Rican pride; their “Orgullo
Boricua” encompassed the core Puerto Rican cultural values of family, respect, and
caring. They drew strength and a sense of connectedness from their family.
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The families and their composition are described in the table below. I have
changed the families' names and used pseudonyms. 1 will use these pseudonyms to
identify them within my dissertation.
Table 14: Professional-Class Families
Family

Colon

Female
Headed
Household
No

Davila

No

Cotto

No

Laboy

Yes

Malavc

No

Mother's
employment

Children

Director of State
Office
Community
Agency
Membership
Director
Community
Agency Director
Job Placement
Coordinator
Property
Manager

16 and
12
7

17
18
27, 25,
23,15

Family Composition
Compared to the other two groups of families I examined, the professional class
families contained more two parent households. Four of the five families were two parent
families, while one was a single female headed household. . Within four of the five
households, the women were the primary source of the family’s income.
Educational Attainment
Within this group of professional class families, there were much higher levels of
formal schooling. They had completed an average of 17.2 years of schooling. The range
in schooling was from a Bachelors degree to the successful completion of a Masters
degree. All mothers in this group were fluently bilingual and able to communicate in both
English and Spanish easily.
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All ol ihe mothers were employed in supervisory or leadership positions in the
community of Springfield.
Residency
Filtecn years was the average time that these families had lived in Springfield or
the surrounding Western Massachusetts community. However, this average was skewed
by one family who arrived recently from Puerto Rico two years ago. In contrast, one of
the families has lived in Springfield for more than 40 years. 100% of these professional
class families had established roots in the community through homeownership. These
families chose to live in Springfield because of the easy access to shopping centers and
significant populations of established Puerto Ricans in the city. Additionally, families
stated that the close proximity to both Boston and New York played a factor in their
decision to reside in and purchase a home in Springfield. Families viewed Springfield as
safer than Holyoke, and they felt that there was less prejudice and better schools in
Springfield. When families were asked why they didn’t consider the suburbs, they stated
that many times there were no other Puerto Rican families and that they would be the
only Puerto Ricans in the school and town.
Home Environment and Language
Most of the home environments in this group consisted of newer style three
bedroom homes. These families lived in attractive residential communities. Yards and
homes were maintained and reflected the families’ pride in homeownership. Housing
was more than adequate and most homes consisted of large living rooms, large modern
kitchens equipped with microwaves and dishwashers; the homes had large ample
bedrooms. There were comfortable living spaces for family members in these homes.

In almost all cases, the homes had newer furniture and appliances; they were
colorful and attractively decorated. Electronics, particularly computers, were present in
all homes. For the most part, children all had the newer video game systems, IPODS and
MP3 players. Most homes had newer style televisions with cable access. All homes had
computers.
Nearly all adolescents had a cellular phone. The cellular phones were newer
models, and the parents expressed their desire for their children to have a phone for both
their safety and to promote open communication and accountability between children and
parents. The adolescents were quite knowledgeable about technology and I observed that
they could easily text message, take pictures, and send pictures to their friends and family
with their cellular phones.
Clothing was newer and more conservative in style, consisting of polo shirts and
jeans as the primary clothing for youths. There was less emphasis on the baggy jeans and
hip/hop attire present in both the LSES families and working class families.
Children did appear to have a wider interest in music than their peers in the other
two groups. They listened to current popular music artists, such as hip/hop and rap; but
their interests also extended to Latino music, including popular salsa and meringue
artists. Chains and medals were less typically worn by this group of families. If jewelry
was worn, it was more common to see simple gold chains or gold chains with religious
medals or crosses. These choices contrast with the larger rope style chains or large belt
buckles worn by the adolescents within the other two groups.
Girls wore smaller pieces ol jewelry, not the large earrings or large pendant
necklaces worn by the girls in the other two groups. Baseball hats were popular and
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many of the male youths had multiple baseball hats in different colors, like their peers in
the other two groups.
All three groups of adolescents seemed to find that sneakers were an important
accessory, and the adolescent youths tended to have a variety of different colors and
styles to coordinate with their outfits. Male adolescents typically had newer sneakers and
carefully chose the color and style to match their daily clothing.
The adolescent girls tended to dress in more conservative popular wear. Some of
the female adolescents wore jeans, polo or print shirts, and some jewelry. These clothes
appeared to focus less than the other two groups on accentuating their bodies and more
on being comfortable to the wearer.
Parents in this group were very cautious about allowing their adolescents to wear
any clothes that had pictures of rappers or clothing that was associated with urban style
street clothing. Parents spoke openly with their children about racial profiling and the
problems of Puerto Rican youths being seen by the community as either drug sellers or
gang members. The families resisted these stereotypes and talked to their children
regarding the impact of stereotypes. Like most parents of adolescents, parents stated that
they did not approve of some of their children's clothes. However, parents would not
allow clothing with cither violent themes such as guns or drug- related pictures, such as
marijuana leaves. Parents stated that this monitoring was more difficult in their children’s
music choices; they frequently discussed the music and its themes as a family. Most
parents in this group expressed the desire for schools to require uniforms, just as the
parents in the other two groups did. All parents appeared to feel that uniforms would
resolve many of the clothing challenges they saw in the public school system.
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Home environments were more formal and structured in the professional group.
Supervision focused on knowing where their children were and who they were with at all
times. Both mothers and fathers maintained clearer authority at home. Parents were open
and direct in their communication and expressed themselves clearly to their children.
Respect, caring, and high expectations were clearly present within these families.
1 expect my children to respect teachers, staff, and peers and to politely speak up
if they have a differing point of view.
(Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
Unlike the first two groups of families, all children in this group participated in
some form of community activity, in youth centers, churches or sports teams. They were
involved and active in their schools and communities. The parents stated that they tried to
schedule activities so that their children did not have lots of free time.
Again, girls were more closely supervised than boys. It was observed that
adolescent boys continued to have greater independence and less accountability than
girls. However, within this group of families, more accountability was expected from the
boys, and parents knew where their children were, unlike the trend I observed in the other
two groups of families. The structure and formality observed within the professional
class families resisted the traditional stereotype of Puerto Rican families in the
community; it also communicated the parents' strong caring and their high expectations
for their children's success.
Puerto Rican children and adolescents in this group differed from the other two
groups with regard to bedtime. Within this group, four of the five families required their
children to go to bed between 8:30 and 9:00 P.M. at night; only one family with a high
school male child allowed him to stay up regularly until 12:00 P.M. on a school night.
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However, this parent noted that her son was a good student and never arrived late to
school or brought home poor grades.
All families within this group identified English as the language they used in the
community. They said that Spanish was the primary language used at home or with
Puerto Rican friends and family members. One family stated that they used primarily
English at work and at home. All of these families easily switched between English and
Spanish in their conversations. One mother had arrived from Puerto Rico only two years
atjo. She stated that she reinforced both languages at home:
C1

CT

O

My husband speaks more Spanish than English so at home we speak Spanish and
he understands but most times will respond in English. We encourage our son to
speak the language that he prefers but reinforce both so that he can be bilingual.
(Ms. Davila, mother, March 2008)
1 continued to be impressed with the ease with which both adults and children in
the professional group switched between Spanish and English. Like the working class
group, many children and adolescents communicated in English with their parents at
home; however, the parents said that they would respond to them in Spanish to encourage
the development of bilingual skills. Families believed that this would support their
children’s ability to obtain gainful employment in the future.
During these interviews, I spoke both English and Spanish, taking the lead from
the family. I responded in the language that the family spoke to me to promote
engagement and to value their choice of language and communication style. During the
interviews, however, most of the families in the professional group spoke primarily
English.
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Homc/School Communication
The families within the professional group lived in Springfield so their children
did not attend the Holyoke School System. The Springfield School System is much
larger, but it shares many characteristics with the Holyoke School System. For example,
the schools both have a very high poverty rate and a very high Puerto Rican population.
There arc several schools within each district that are underperforming and undergoing
state intervention.
The professional families told me that their children were succeeding
academically in the local public school system; however, these families told me that they
had targeted concerns about the schools their children had attended or were attending.
They focused both on the school as a system and the school at the local level. These
families criticized schools for not meeting all students’ needs and for schools’ failure to
respond to the diversity in the school community. For example, one parent stated:
My concerns with children’s education are based on equity and accountability.
Too often. Latino students have the highest drop out rates that I feel are due to not
having engaging opportunities that meet the learning styles of Latino students.
(Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
In their interviews with me, they also voiced the same concerns of the other two
groups when they commented on how the school system failed to communicate
effectively with them and failed to support their Puerto Rican children.
My experience with my child’s school was frustrating given that they are not
careful with attendance. They did not communicate with me as a parent.
Sometimes, there are many Latino children with the same name and they would
not return my calls. I had to take time off from work, personally go to school to
make corrections. Sometimes, I would have to wait a long time before any one
would even speak with me. This was very frustrating.
(Ms. Laboy, mother, February 2008)
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They described feeling that some school staff failed to respond to their concerns;
but, unlike the prior groups of families, they had a clear plan to deal with their concerns:
I remain in contact with my child's teachers, guidance counselors, and principal
on a regular basis. If I have a problem, I call the principal directly and speak to
her.
(Ms. Malave, mother, February 2008)

These families maintained close consistent communication with their children's
schools. This communication was through both phone contact and emails. Some families
stated that they even visited the school daily:
Yes, I visit my son's school daily when I drop him off. Weekly, 1 make an effort
to ask the teacher if there is anything that I should address or reinforce at home.
(Ms. Davila, mother, March 2008)
The other two groups of parents consistently stated that they feared the negative
peer influences from other youths on their children. They did not want their children in
the street or street involved. The parents in the professional group stated that, at times, it
felt like their children were being pulled away from them and into unsafe situations by
their friends. Like many other parents, these parents struggled with the fear that their
children's friends had so much influence over them. Their worries highlighted the
negative peer influences and oppositional culture that are present in their community.
The culture that allows adolescents to be oppositional and unaccountable is a
topic that seems to be ignored by the school, according to these parents. One mother
stated that she felt her son's school system has done well to prepare him academically,
but she explained that other important components are missing:
Public Education has supported core subjects and prepared my children well for
their assessments. However. I sometimes feel that because of the emphasis on the
tests, it lacks opportunities for supporting other areas of development that are
critical. (Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
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Ms. Colon stated that children need to he provided the opportunity to develop
social skills, decision making, and critical thinking skills; she felt these skills were not
being addressed, given the pressure of standardized tests.
When 1 asked the families to discuss their experiences with their children's
schools, some families continued to express frustration with home/school communication
and their expectations that schools need to value parental participation. One mother
echoed the emphasis of other Puerto Rican mothers when she described her role in
supporting her child’s education:
1 try to support my child’s education through providing a clean space for them to
do their homework. Sometimes, 1 review their work after they have completed
tasks but often they complete their homework on their own.
(Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
This group of parents is observant. They feel more empowered than the other two
groups of parents to evaluate the role of the teachers who are instructing their children;
this comfort comes from their own educational levels and their roles as leaders in the
community. One mother stated:
My experience with my children’s teachers has
been positive. Occasionally, 1 have met some teachers who have not been as
organized or dedicated, but overall my experiences have been good.
(Ms. Malave, mother, March 2008)
One father stated that he fell that schools had differing expectations for Caucasian
and Latino children. He stated that school did not have high expectations for minority
children in general and thus, these students did not achieve as well as the Caucasian
children:
I have found that my children’s schools have had low expectations for minority
children. At times, I have found them to be not only unfriendly, but
condescending. (Mr. Cotto, father, March 2008)

These parents described feeling frustrated when they told me about the way
school administrators or teachers spoke to them, just as the parents had described in the
other two groups. However, the professional class parents were comfortable going to
teachers and asking questions. By using direct communication skills, they were able to
form a partnership with their children’s teachers to support their educational success. In
addition, these parents continued to view classroom learning as important. They also
realized that exposing their children to other types of learning also supported their
learning experiences:
I support these expectations by exposing them to literature, news, arts and culture.
(Ms. Malave, mother, February 2008)
Again, parents felt that providing a good environment at home and providing the
raw materials for learning was part of their role to support children’s education. In turn,
they felt that providing the instruction to their children in core knowledge was the
responsibility of the classroom teacher:
1 oversee their studies, visit their teachers and counselors, provide the necessary
materials and tools for them to complete their work. This helps them to
accomplish their goals.
(Mr. Cotto, father, February, 2008)
In this understanding, these parents were very much like the parents studied by Scribner
et al (1999).
These parents did not describe the lack of translators as a challenge for them since
they all spoke and understood English well. The parents within this group stated that they
always attended parent nights, but one parent noted that work schedules and night
meetings posed a challenge. One parent who has two jobs stated that her second job's
schedule sometimes conflicts with her intentions to attend her son's open house at school.

One mother made a differentiation between when she would rely on the school for
problem solving and when she would rely on herself.
If I have a problem with my child in school, I would go to the principal. If it's a
personal problem with school hours or pick up, I would rely on family for
support.
(Ms. Davila, mother, March 2008)
The extended family support in this group of families was very different from the
other two groups of families; the previous groups stated that they had fewer family
members living close by to support them. The families in the professional class group
relied on a close family structure for support and guidance with their children. Like the
other groups, these families were more likely to talk to their extended families about their
child's behavioral problems rather than academic issues. Outside of the family, these
parents were more likely to turn to the school principal when they needed help with their
children’s academics or school.
A strong family unit was seen as helping their children to move forward
successfully:
Family has always been our source of support. My role has been as a mentor,
counselor, motivator, has not gone unnoticed by my son. I am constantly talking
about how important it is to continue his education. These days my expectations
are even higher regarding my child’s behavior and achievement. It is important
that he studies hard and that he concentrates given that he is graduating soon. To
achieve what he longs for he needs a solid education to triumph.
(Ms. Melero, mother, March 2008)
School Setting
The following chart shows the breakdown of schools attended by type of school
for the children within the professional group:
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Tabic 15: Professional-Class Children’s School Settings
School by
Setting

High
School
Graduate

Public

Charter

Private
Special
Education

Dropped
Out/Not
Attending

Number of
Students
N=9
% Percent

3

5

0

0

1

Under
the
age of
5
0

33%

56%

0%

0%

11%

0%

There was only one child in this group receiving limited special education support
in a regular classroom setting. There were no children attending private or charter
schools in this group of professional parents. Some of the parents were aware of charter
schools and this potential option, but they stated that they have worked together with
schools in partnership and that they were satisfied with their ability to support their
children’s academic success. They stated that all parents need to advocate for their child
to ensure that any needed services were provided by their children's school.
These parents discussed their own negative school experiences as children.
Despite negative experiences of their own, these parents refused to accept failure as an
option for their children. They were able to keep these experiences separate from their
children’s experiences. They were committed to holding the schools accountable and to
providing their children the support they needed to succeed:
By asking him how he’s doing in school, by asking him if there's any concerns or
issues that he would like to talk about. By visiting him at his school as part of a
confirmation that your money is being used accordingly and well spent.
(Ms. Laboy, mother, March 2008)
Since most adults in these families have completed college, it was not difficult for
them to assist their children with school work and homework assignments. However,
even this group of parents said it was difficult to help with math assignments.

If they needed assistance with their children's education, these families developed
their own problem solving skills and found sufficient community resources to support
them. This was different from the other two groups of families, who were not sure where
to turn with questions regarding their children’s schooling. Most importantly, these
professional families reiterated the value of persevering and being aware of the
importance of education in the lives of their children. Although these families had
established networks, the family appeared to bear the responsibility for helping children
to understand that giving up is not an option:
By telling him to look around and notice how many kids have given up and look
where they are. I ask him how does giving up get you to where you’re going - it
doesn’t!
(Ms. Malave, mother, March 2008)
Community involvement was present in all five of these families. The children in
all families were involved in church, community organizations, sporting events or
cultural events. This was very different from the working class families in which only
one family was involved in community activities or in an organized sport.
There are many activities that can help children to understand their school work
better. Whether its music lessons or sports, children get to practice math or
language. But, it is important for them to not have so much free time. That is
when they tend to find trouble. I want them to take care of their mind and bodies.
(Mr. Cotto, father, March 2008)
Professional Class Families and Parental Involvement
Families within this specific group expressed that goal setting was important for
their children. This contrasts with the L,SES parents, who felt that school was important,
but they were unsure of how to support their child’s education given their own low levels
of schooling. The working class group of families did make the specific connection
between school success and improved opportunities for future employment. The
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professional group of families understood the link between education and future
employment, but they were clearer than the other two groups about what factors
specifically supported academic success. They were able to focus their children on
academic achievement, but they also recognized the importance of music lessons, sports
teams and community activities as helpful to their children’s success.
Like the other groups of parents, these parents felt that respect was an important
core value. Parents expected children to respect school staff and for school staff to
respect their families. Perhaps the children of the professional class families gained
respect and attention from teachers given their parents’ attempts to separate them from
“urban culture”. Parents did this by expecting success for their children and by shaping
the perception of their children as separate from “street”, by carefully selecting and
monitoring their children’s clothing. Their children did not wear the traditional clothes
worn by urban students from other social classes - no baggy jeans or urban music t-shirts.
The professional families placed a primary focus on family communication.
Together as a family, they discussed goal setting and active problem solving. They
refused to accept failure as an option for their children. These families spoke regularly
about values; they discussed how to achieve academic success so that their children could
progress to college:
As a family, we discuss our core values and what they are; we discuss the
importance of being supportive to each other. We have open discussion on school
and other topics. If discipline needs to be enforced we have circle time, and we
talk out different ways that the situation could have been handled. We talk
specifically about doing well in school and going to college.
(Ms. Davila, mother, February 2008)
In summary, these parents are clearly more comfortable than the parents in the
other groups in the role of interacting with teachers and administrators at their children's
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school. They feel that they should he at the school to support their children’s academic
success, but they are also clear about the importance that a structured and supportive
home environment has on their children’s success.
These families are clear that their goal is to support their children’s success. They
expect schools to work together with them in partnership. When they do not, the parents
in this group feel that they have a right to expect accountability from the teachers and
administrators educating their children. Given their own experiences with success within
their communities, they do not see failure as an option for their children.
Like the other Puerto Rican families in this study, these families are particularly
proud of their Puerto Rican roots. However, they understand the importance of being
fully bilingual. They want their children to embrace their Puerto Rican identity, but they
recognize the importance of learning English and succeeding in school. “Orgullo
Boricua” or Puerto Rican pride for them represents the richness of their culture; they are
proud of being able to speak two languages. One mother stated:
1 am very proud to be Puerto Rican. 1 think that we are very rich in culture and
anyone that has the opportunity to speak more than one language should be proud.
(Ms. Davila, mother, March 2008)
This group of Puerto Rican families carries their “Orgullo Boricua” with them
proudly to their places of employment, stressing the importance of commitment both to
their families and to their community. They expressed that, when they were children
themselves, they did not always feel that they were supported at school and they want
their children’s experiences to be different:
1 encourage my children to do their best and to seek support when needed. I also
teach them to advocate for themselves.
(Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
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The parents in this group feel that they can that they can reach out to schools effectively
and they are willing to work together as partners with their child’s schools. One mother
saw the importance of the public school as a vehicle for empowerment:
I do feel that public education is important for my child because he gets the
opportunity to interact with different children from different cultures and learns to
work within our community. 1 feel that education is empowering to all children. It
is important for me to get involved with what my child is learning in school. If I
feel that he is not motivated I try to do my best at home to make learning fun so
that when he returns to school he learns more. My son is only six years old and
we have already had discussions about college. I believe that talking about the
future is important and helps to shape his future.
(Ms. Lugo, mother, March 2008)
These families feel more comfortable than the other two groups questioning
teachers and administrators if they are concerned about their child’s progress. One
mother stated what she would do if she had a concern:
If I had a problem with my child’s school I would go to the principal. I would
speak with him/her and express my concerns.
(Ms. Colon, mother, March 2008)
Assisting these families are large extended families that live nearby. They provide
support by helping to raise their children and by providing help with problem solving
when they have questions regarding their children. These extended family members serve
as important networks to help with pick ups and coordination of attendance at afterschool activities.
Family has always been our source of support
(Mr. Cotto, father, March 2008)
Families in this group are best described as looking for a partnership with their
child’s schools. They are actively involved, and as one parent stales:
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Wc read together, we discuss what is the task and most the time it is a repetition
of what was discussed in school. I ask him to review and I check <t. 1 want him to
practice at home what he learned in school.
(Ms. Malave, mother, March 2008)
The professional parents within this group clearly identified the importance of
respect, caring, and hard work as core values. Respect is a common theme in all three
groups. These professional parents expected that schools were available to support their
children's academic success and to teach them the content areas; but they felt it was their
responsibility as parents to teach core values and to refuse to accept failure from their
children.
Most importantly, these parents believed that their children needed good role
models at home in order to achieve at school. Overall, they felt that their children would
graduate and move on to college to lead successful lives. This was their clear desire and
they intended to make this a reality for their children. One father stated this goal clearly:
I lead through example, reinforce the theme, and tell them that nothing has been
written about quitters. Every decision has a consequence and not getting a proper
education and dropping out of school has a consequence also. For this reason, 1
continue to emphasize daily the importance of finishing school and furthering his
education.
(Mr. Cotto, father, March 2008)
Professional Families and Social Capital
Table 16: Professional Class Families and an Analysis of Their CulturalCapital
Social
Capital
Professional
Families

Aspirational

Familial

Linguistic

Navigational

Social

Resistant

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

Professional families thought beyond high school. All of the Professional class
families expressed aspirational capital that their children would attend and graduate from
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college. Education was valued and seen as critical to their children's future success.
Children and their parents had close relationships, but there were clear
expectations lor children from their parents and a more authoritative attitude towards
parenting. Parents were in control and actively guided their children. Families were seen
as providing strength, knowledge, support, and resources. These relationships were
examples of familial capital.
Linguistic capital or the ability to speak two languages was evidenced in the
bilingual abilities of both the adults and the children. Families developed a strong press
for English but most families maintained the Spanish language within the home
environment. Children and adults within this group demonstrated a resistance to negative
stereotypes and possessed strong navigational capital or the ability to deal with racism or
stressful events from the White dominant culture. Parents refused to accept defeatism and
maintained a strong sense of their culture and pride in being Puerto Rican citing the
richness of their culture and heritage.
These families easily expressed that if they had a problem with their child's
school they would go directly to the teacher or administrator in charge. Most often, they
described feeling disappointed that schools did not have higher expectations for their
children and they expressed it was important that their children not be seen by the
community as gang members or delinquents. They encouraged their children not to wear
street clothing or clothing with hip hop or rap artists given that they were afraid that their
children might be perceived negatively by police, the school, or the community. They
feared that their children would be impacted by violence. Safety within the schools was a
central concern of the professional parents.
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Professional parents articulated clear expectations for their child's education.
Professional class families did not express the feeling of subordination that LSES
families expressed rather they addressed the need for accountability and the importance
of educators having high expectations. Professional families believed that Puerto Ricans
are capable of academic achievement and expected educators to care for and support their
children.
All of these families have strong social capital in the form of community
relationships and networks that support the families and connect them to their
community. These families had connections to the larger community through community
organizations, churches, and neighborhood groups. Many parents were active in local
community activism and were in leadership roles on local boards or civic organizations.
They were attempting to create change in their communities. Some children played on
sports teams and attended community centers or programs within the larger community.
These families established broader networks, friendships, and connections outside of their
immediate families.
Also, these families demonstrated increased resistant capital or the ability to
confront or change inequality. The parents were strong advocates for their children and
encouraged their children to tell them if they did not feel that teachers or school staff
treated them fairly. All parents discussed maintaining regular communication with
teachers either through personally visiting teachers, communicating with teachers through
email, or meeting with teachers before school to check on their child's progress.
Professional parents asked teachers how they could support their child’s academic
success at home.
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Similar to the two other groups of families, the professional families had a strong
Puerto Rican identity and pride in their culture. Children within this group were doing
well in school and some were preparing for graduation and college.
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CHAPTER IX
PROJECT FINDINGS
Puerto Rican parents have specific challenges to successful engagement as
partners in their children’s schools. These challenges include poverty, language issues
and isolation, as well as low expectations from teachers and a lack of cooperation
between school, parents and the community (Mole, 1993; Scribner, 1999, Valenzuela,
1999; Gaitan-Delgado; 2004). Research with other Spanish speaking populations in the
continental United States has found that other groups of Latino parents support their
children's education in similar ways to those of the Puerto Rican families in this study.
Mexican-American families described similar roles in supporting the education of their
children (Moles, 1993; Delaado-Gaitan, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999b; Garcia, 1988). In
addition, some of the themes I identified in my research are similar to those found by
Hine (1992), Antrop-Gonzalez (2005) and Nieto (1998, 2000) in their pioneering studies
of Puerto Rican families.
Although some findings were similar to other research, the current study has
produced some unique contributions to this body of literature; it specifically documents
Puerto Rican families in their own voices and words. Schools and educational policy
gurus have failed to ask the Puerto Rican community about their perceptions of education
and how they feel they support their children’s education. The failure to ask these
questions may indicate the belief of school staff and educational policy makers; do they
believe that there is value in engaging Puerto Rican families? Do they value the parents’
voices within the discourse about how to improve the current underachievement of Puerto
Rican students?
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Puerto Rican voices and words have been underutilized while their children
continue to underachieve in public schools across the continental United States. While
traditional hegemonic lrameworks have driven educational policy and supported majority
culture attitudes in the United States, the voices and words of Latinos and other
newcomer groups have rarely been included in the discourse and discussion regarding
education policy and educational underachievement.
Three Themes Identified
Within this project, I have identified three themes that contribute to increasing the
level of Puerto Rican parental involvement in schools. These themes are (a) the
importance for educators to understand lafamilia puertoriquena (the Puerto Rican
family); (b) Orgullo Boricua (Puerto Rican pride) and its implications for schooling; and
(c) valuing bilingualism and biculturality within schools.

Im Familia
All three groups of Puerto Rican families expressed the importance of la familia
(the family) that emphasizes the importance of strong interdependence among its
members. The three groups differed in how families demonstrated this strong sense of
interdependence. Some families had a strong nuclear family unit, while others had
supports that included the extended family. Some families created a new family unit that
included both members who were related by blood and those who were seen as family,
given their closeness and support to the family.
However, the concept of family and family loyalty was very important to all
families. In this study, all adults stated that they received their primary support from their
families. For those families within the LSES group or the working class group, this
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primary support consisted of primarily the head of household: the mother. Within the
working class families and professional class families, the extended family provided
additional resources and support. One of the mothers within the professional families
expressed the importance of her extended family:
My mother has a total of 12 brothers and sisters and 10 of them live in Springfield
with wives that can
make over 20 aunts/uncles. I have over 40 cousins. On my
husband’s side he has about five family members. We are a very close family.
(Ms. Lugo, professional class, mother, March 2008)
When extended family was available, these families looked first to their family
for guidance in child rearing and decision making before reaching out to professionals
outside of the family unit. Thus, they saw their extended families as a strong support
system that provided informal counseling, guidance, and resources to them. One working
class mother stated:
I always call my mother or my sister when I have a problem. If they can't help
me 1 might speak to my son’s teacher, counselor, or principal.
(Ms. Santana, working class, mother, December 2007)
While both the working class and professional class families had some extended
family support, the LSES families were the one group that lacked extended family
support systems. The LSES families were more likely to have left their families and
relocated to Western Massachusetts due to difficult situations such as a sick child, a
disability needing specialized medical care, or poverty. The willingness to put their
family’s needs before their own needs is another characteristic oilafamilicv, however, the
arrival to the continental United States for many LSES families who have no formal
education or economic resources results in a family who repeats the cycle of poverty.
They live in poverty within Western Massachusetts with little or no family support
systems.
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Many of the LSES families stated that they had left Puerto Rico with the hope of a
better future for their I ami ly: however, they may have arrived in the continental United
States without the needed resources or support to make that dream a reality. LSES
families were more likely to identify and rely upon outside supports through state and
social service agencies for their livelihood, since their extended family did not live close
by and thus, were not available to them for support.
I don’t have family close by, but 1 would call a social worker, advocate, or friend.
Then, 1 would call my family in Puerto Rico.
(Ms. Casillo, LSES group, mother, January, 2008)
A second finding about la familia was the strength of the mothers as problem
solvers. When I asked children the question, “Who could help you solve a problem?”
most children identified their mothers as the ‘person who could help them solve a
problem'. Given that the majority of Puerto Rican families are female-headed
households, this answer makes sense within the context of their families. In contrast, no
children identified a male family member as their primary source of support or as a
problem solver. Mothers have a very important role within these families and they are the
primary resource for their children.
Thirdly, families in all three groups demonstrated the pattern of mothers and sons
sharing a very close relationship. I observed this consistently in all three groups of
families. Mothers gave their sons more freedom and independence than their sisters. The
girls in all three groups were required to assist more often with home chores and
domestic responsibilities. This may be attributed to machismo, which, within the Latino
culture, provides more independence, freedom and more importance to the male, while
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ascribing a more subservient domestic role to females. Machismo also provides males
with more power and decision-making authority.
It was observed in both the LSES and working class groups that adolescent males
were allowed to make more decisions, were less accountable to their mothers, and had
significantly more freedom at a younger age than their sisters. Within the lower social
class families and the working class families, this relationship was even stronger given
that the majority of these households do not have a male partner. Sons appeared to have
more of a friendship relationship with their mothers rather than a mother/son relationship.
As young boys became adolescents, the mothers appeared to allow them more freedom
and ascribe to them the right to pass into adulthood.
Within this role, the male adolescent may not be required to be as accountable to
the mother, particularly with regard to bedtimes and coming and going from the home.
They may share more with the parent in decision making. This is particularly relevant
because we see that Puerto Rican male students are represented in higher percentages
both in discipline rates and truancy rates than other groups of students in school
(Department of Education, 2006). Puerto Rican students also show standardized test
scores on achievement tests which are well below the scores of other groups of students.
The early independence bestowed upon these males may be rooted in the fact that many
of these mothers became young mothers during their own adolescence. Their pregnancy
may have been their own right of passage to adulthood; thus, adolescence may represent
to them the time that individuals become adults.
However, this dynamic is particularly important given that it appears to have an
influence on the success of these Puerto Rican male adolescents. The independence and
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freedom presented so early to the males, particularly those within the lower socio¬
economic class and working class families, may be given to them at a time when they arc
in need of more structure and firm guidance by their mothers. Instead, they are presented
with greater autonomy and independence, as summarized by this mother in her comments
re carding her son:
El no quiere estar en la rasa, el prefiere
estar con sus amigos. El se enamoro y
ahora el se cree qne es un hombre. El no
me hare caso. No se que hacer.
(Sra. Sanchez, LSES madre, Diciembre,
2007)

He doesn’t want to be in the house, he
prefers to be with his friends. He fell in
love and now he believes that he is a man.
He doesn’t listen to me, and I don’t know
what to do.
(Mrs. Sanchez, LSES mother, December,
2007

Another common theme found within the families was a strong sense of hope that
education can offer their children a better future:
I remind them of the importance of an education. I tell them no matter how tired,
bored, or anything else they feel, it will payoff double in the future. I remind them
of how important they arc and how they deserve to have the best they can.
(Ms. Delgado, LSES group, mother)
Across all of the groups, Puerto Rican parents frequently discussed with me how
they emphasized the importance of supporting their child's education, encouraging their
children to work hard and stressed how education can help improve their future.
Although the LSES families gave their children similar messages about the importance of
education, these families found it more difficult to identify and operationalize the specific
steps needed to help their children move ahead with their studies. They were less likely to
be able to read to their children in English, due to their lower levels of English
proficiency. They were also less likely to be able to help their children with their daily
homework assignments due to their lower levels of schooling:
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Yo quiero ayudar a mi hi jo pern yo no
enticmio que el true de la escuela, porque
yo no hablo ingles.
Si a. Montredo, LSES group, madre

I want to help my son, but I don’t
understand the work that he is bringing
home from school because I don't speak
English.
Ms. Montredo, LSES group, mother

These four points are important for educators to understand. Schools who seek to
involve Puerto Rican families must understand the family and its composition, and they
need to be particularly aware of how the interrelationships between the family members
may affect the parent/child relationship as well as the parent/school relationship. For
example, the LSES families who lack the resources of a local extended family may have
a more enmeshed nuclear family unit. Thus, the mother and son may have a very close
relationship. An educator who wants to involve the family may want to ask questions and
gather information about the family rather than quickly criticize the mother or son - this
may influence the positive development of confianza or trust and provoke a defensive
reaction from the child or mother. Other research has found that teachers who reached out
to families with respect and genuine caring were more successful in developing
relationships and partnerships with Puerto Rican parents that supported their children's
academic success (Nieto, 1998, Antrop-Gonzalez, 2005).
In my research, I found that even within the LSES families who possessed lower
levels of formal education, there was great respect and strong emphasis placed on
education. The parents were sending positive messages to their children regarding
education, but they were struggling and looking for ways to support their children with
schoolwork and homework. Poverty and lack of economic resources made the efforts of
these Puerto Rican families even more difficult. Many times, LSES families and working
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class families simply did not have the skills, knowledge or resources to support their
child with the academic tasks.
Orgullo Boric it a
Beginning with the history of colonization, the Puerto Rican experience is unique,
as is the Puerto Rican struggle to maintain its culture within the United States. There has
been a historical pull to Americanize Puerto Rico since the colonization of the island,
with the policies that seek to influence Puerto Ricans to embrace a more American
identity (including learning English) (Negron de Montilla, 1971: Osuna, 1949). Rather
than being weakened by these attempts, Puerto Ricans have maintained both their Puerto
Rican identity and their language within the continental United States. As the following
quotation shows, the attempts to eradicate Orgullo Boricua began over a hundred years
ago. Fox (1924) notes in his master thesis:
Then too the Americans thought all vestige of Porto Rican3 individuality and
Latin culture should be assimilated into American costume-even to wiping out the
Spanish language, (p.55)
Unlike many other European families who have arrived to the United States as
immigrants and assimilated by adopting a new language and culture, Puerto Ricans have
resisted this assimilation process. Instead, Puerto Ricans define themselves both by their
proud statements in parades which demonstrate their strong identification with being
Puerto Rican, “Yo soy boricua pa’ que tu lo sepas” (1 am Puerto Rican so that you know)
and by maintaining their language and culture despite pressures from the dominant
culture members to assimilate. Puerto Ricans are not foreigners or immigrants. They are
migrants. Puerto Rico has an established legal relationship as a Commonwealth of the

3 Note the Anglicized spelling
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United States. This commonwealth status provides them citizenship; however, Puerto
Ricans living on the island do not have the right to vote for the President of the United
States. Thus, Puerto Ricans living in Puerto Rico on one hand have legal status as
citizens, yet they have no voice in the decision making regarding elections for United
States leaders.
Puerto Ricans’ status as citizens is a very important difference between Puerto
Ricans and other Latino or Hispanic immigrant newcomer groups. Their status as citizens
combined with their relative closeness geographically to the United States may support
Puerto Ricans living in two worlds: la isla or the island of Puerto Rico and the United
States. Thus, Puerto Rican families naturally perceive that they belong to two very
different worlds - very distinct culturally and politically.
Importantly, these two worlds are close enough that many of the families in the
study told me that they traveled to Puerto Rico annually for vacations and to visit family
members living on the island. Many families shared that they traveled to the island within
the last year. This fact highlights the importance of the island and the Puerto Rican
identity to Puerto Ricans living within the continental United States.
Clearly, the most consistent theme across the three groups of families was that of
being a proud Puerto Rican. Whether the family was in the LSES group, working class
group, or professional class group, this theme was echoed throughout my project by the
participants.
I feel proud of being Puerto Rican. I am here because I find my opportunities
which in Puerto Rico are very difficult to obtain. I am a proud Puerto Rican
woman.
(Ms. Santana, working class, mother, January 2008)
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This strong Puerto Rican pride may be seen as an oppositional stance that Puerto
Ricans take to preserve and maintain their own culture, since they have been forced to
assume a culture that they have not chosen freely. It may be an attempt at maintaining the
culture and language that they love in the face of years of adversity and struggle.
Colonization of the island and political policy regarding Puerto Rico focused on taking
both Puerto Ricans’ culture and language. Fox (1924) cited:
American educators had gone to Port Rico and transplanted American methods of
education unfortunately without adapting them to Latin-American psychological
factors. For instance-these Spanish speaking children, keenly patriotic, were
taught American patriotic songs and the flag salute in English (p.50).
Additionally, the Puerto Rican people were forced to fly their own Hag lower than
the American flag, and they were required to learn English in school as imposed by the
United States after the island's colonization. Both their cultural pride, as symbolized by
their flag, and their own language were not valued or respected by the United States
government.
Puerto Rican pride or “Orgullo Boricua” represents a strong sense of cultural
pride that Puerto Ricans feel regarding their identity, language, and their heritage. Within
the study, all families expressed the richness of their history and culture as Puerto Ricans.
Also, they expressed their “orgullo” or pride in being Puerto Rican through their
maintenance of their traditional Puerto Rican foods, displaying the Puerto Rican Hag,
listening to Puerto Rican music such as salsa, meringue, and more recently the popular
tjenre of music called reggaeton.
For the most part, the homes within the study had a Puerto Rican Hag displayed
either within their home or car. Many families had Puerto Rican Hags either on hats, tshirts, or bandanas. Some had the flag on jewelry such as a pendant or ring. Flags
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appeared to represent a Puerto Rican’s identity and connection to the island. The Puerto
Rican flag could be found throughout El Pueblo flying from homes and apartments, in
addition to being placed on windows and doors.
Families in all three groups regularly prepared Puerto Rican food that used
specific spices and ingredients. These foods require additional time and attention to
prepare; the smells of these foods could be sensed throughout the hallways and
apartments. Adobe, a popular Puerto Rican cumin/garlic spice mixture and Sazon could
be seen in most Puerto Rican homes and kitchens. Traditional foods such as pasteles,
which are made of platonos or plantains and meat, were homemade by many families
during the holidays to sell for additional income. Throughout the year, families made
alcapurrias or stuffed mashed deep fried balls of plantains filled with hamburger.
Chicken stew dishes such as polio guisado and bifstec, a traditional chopped steak with
onions, were prepared in many homes regularly. Arroz bianco (white rice) or arroz
amarillo con gandules (yellow rice and beans) accompanied the traditional foods. In
many homes, sofrito, which is a Puerto Rican seasoning made by combining a number of
traditional herbs, was hecho en casa (homemade). Given the presence of many newly
created restaurants and eateries throughout Holyoke, Chicopee, and Springfield, some
families would either eat out or bring their food home. However, traditional Puerto Rican
food was an important part of Orgullo Boricua.
Latino music could be heard within many homes. Both adults and children were
familiar with the Latin beats of Salsa and Merengue, but reggaeton, a loud danccable
music with strong bass sounds, has become very popular. The popularity of Latin music
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and rhythms continues to be a part of Orgullo Boricua and to have a place in a Puerto
Rican s identity due to the combination of both the Spanish language and music.
Puerto Ricans feel tension between their loyalty to Puerto Rico, and their status as
United States citizens. One phrase states and helps the majority culture to understand the
ambivalence that many Puerto Ricans feel regarding their relationship to Puerto Rico and
the United States:
“My mother is Puerto Rico," says Luis Ramos, a retired Census worker. "My
uncle is Uncle Sam. Yes, I owe something to my uncle, but my madre patria
[mother country] comes first."
(Luis Ramos, retired United States Census worker, in “Yo soy boricua pa ’ que til
lo sepas" a documentary by Rosie Malave a Puerto Rican actress)
The Importance of Bilingualism and Biculturalism
Within the study, the families who were successful in securing employment and a
stable income were able to help support their children’s education by helping with
homework and also by having interaction with the schools. These families appeared to be
successful in the following three areas: 1) maintaining their pride as a Puerto Rican; 2)
learning English; and 3) investing themselves in their neighborhoods and community.
Rather than being simply Americanized, these families reconciled with the need
to have a bilingual communication style and bicultural identity. They were able to
navigate more effectively through their communities and schools by maintaining a
bilingual identity. This enabled them to do the following: 1) communicate in both English
and Spanish; 2) convey a strong value for education; 3) recognize education as social
capital for improving their economic future and their families; 4) successfully graduate
from high school or complete a GED; and 5) involve themselves and their children in
their community through participating in community activities and sports. Furthermore, it

was noted that families involved in their community had better networks and resources as
supports for their families and children.
These characteristics highlight the importance of schools and parents to develop a
multicultural/multilingual perspective and approach in their communication with Puerto
Rican families and with students. Schools can have an important role in helping Puerto
Rican families feel welcome when they come to schools and into classrooms. Puerto
Rican families in this study expressed a desire for a personal approach to communication.
An approach that was more personal is referred to as personalismo or person to person
communication. This perspective that emphasizes personalismo is important for
developing effective home/school partnerships that support students’ academic success.
Given the value that the Puerto Rican culture places on personalismo, many
parents discussed feeling a lack of confianza or trust as well as a lack of respeto when
communicating with school personnel at different levels. As described in my research,
families were made to wait long periods of time to see educators and when they did have
a meeting they felt that their words were undervalued by educators and school
administrators. School communication is important to forming a partnership. In this
study, the data showed that families who were able to communicate in both English and
Spanish were more successful in supporting their children's educational success. They
found it easier to communicate directly with school staff and to help with homework and
school projects. They were more actively involved in their children's education:
I really support my children’s education. I always go to everything my children
have in school, and interact with my children and help them with their homework.
(Ms. Cappas, working class, mother, November, 2007)
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Among the LSES families, in which Spanish language was more dominant than
English, the iamilics described feeling frustrated when they were unable to speak to
teachers and to help their children. In the working class and professional class families,
both groups identified Spanish and English as being spoken regularly at home; they
reported that they were able to communicate directly with teachers and support their
children. Thus, language usage and proficiency were important to the ability of parents to
support their children’s academic success.
In the families who spoke only Spanish, parents reported feeling less comfortable
than the bilingual families when they interacted with their child’s school or teachers.
These parents relied on a third party and were unable to directly communicate with
school staff and teachers. These parents participated less often in school activities and
school meetings as a result of their lack of English proficiency and transportation issues.
One Spanish-speaking parent stated:
Yofui a una reunion escolar pern no
entendf nada, no volvi a la escuela porque
no pude comunicar y senti' vergiienza.
Ms. Delgado, LSES, madre, Noviembre,
2007

I went to a school meeting, but I didn’t
understand anything. I didn't return to the
school because I wasn’t able to
communicate and I felt embarrassed.
Ms. Delgado, LSES group, mother,
November, 2007

Compared to families who spoke Spanish only, English/Spanish speaking families
reported that they assisted with homework and were able to support their children’s
academics through regular conversations with their children’s teachers and attendance at
school meetings.
While these English/Spanish speaking families still desired to maintain Spanish
fluency in their children, they decided that the home environment was the place that they
could support the maintenance of the Spanish language. It was observed that these
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families easily switched between the two languages. This was noted as being common
within both the working class families and the professional class families.
As I reflected on the connection between families’ language preference and
Puerto Rican parental involvement, I began to think about how schools could create
opportunities that were more affirming of the Puerto Rican student’s culture. Including
Puerto Rican history as part of American history is one way to do this; Puerto Rican
history is American history. However, Puerto Rican history is not often studied in our
schools.
I have also observed that there are few schools that exhibit Puerto Rican artifacts,
artwork, or pictures within school spaces or buildings. One school principal mentioned
that he has found displaying pictures of picturesque or famous locations in Puerto Rico
has been a useful ‘ice breaker' with Puerto Rican families (personal communication,
Springfield School Principal, April 2008). This makes sense, because, in many cases,
school buildings in our large urban centers educate Puerto Rican students who comprise
the majority of the student body. By failing to provide Puerto Rican history or artwork in
the curriculum or recognizing the importance of the early Puerto Rican historical context,
schools fail to bridge the divide that Puerto Rico is not a foreign country; it is part of the
United States. Thus, it is necessary to validate the culture and history of these students by
not only asking Puerto Rican parents to learn English in order to support their child’s
academic success, but also to ask schools to be inclusive and sensitive to these families
by including Puerto Rican history, culture, and language within the curriculum of our
public schools.
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Biculturalism is defined as (he understanding and blending of two or more
cultures and identities. Schools need to integrate Puerto Rican culture into their culture,
where it is currently undervalued and unrecognized. Puerto Rican students arc caught
between two distinct and different cultural experiences. Helping families to discover or
rediscover their Puerto Rican culture could serve to develop initial confianza (trust) in
educators and in schools that are struggling with high levels of Puerto Rican
underachievement.
Embracing and teaching Puerto Rican history also reverses the traditional
hegemonic relationship between teachers and students. All students can teach their
teachers about their culture, language, and heritage; this supports the development of new
relationships between teachers and students and opens communication between the
school and the home.
Based on my observations and conversations with the three groups of Puerto
Rican families participating in my study, 1 have already noted that Puerto Rican students
and families have a strong sense of pride Orgullo Boricua, which represents their strong
sense of identification with Puerto Rican culture and identity. 1 observed Puerto Rican
Hags, t-shirts with Puerto Rican pictures and the Puerto Rican flag, and pendants and
earrings with Puerto Rican symbols such as the coqui, the Puerto Rican tree frog, or the
Puerto Rican flag. These images are readily available at local homes and within stores.
They could be displayed in schools to represent the presence of our Puerto Rican students
in our classrooms.
As 1 continued my reflections, I concluded that both schools and parents need to
work together to build a bridge between schools, Puerto Rican culture, and the home
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environments of Puerto Rican students. All Puerto Rican parents need to be able to
communicate and advocate for their children’s academic success, and this requires
adopting a bilingual communication style. While our schools need to embrace the Puerto
Rican culture and to use relevant curriculum as a methodology for improving Puerto
Rican parental involvement and student underachievement, we must support a bicultural
learning environment. In the next section I will discuss what educators can due to create
more supportive learning environments.
What can educators (teachers, counselors and administrators) do to change this
situation ?
The failure to value Puerto Rican history devalues the Puerto Rican students’
personal history and identity Orgullo Boricua and may create family disengagement and
an oppositional identity for Puerto Rican students within schools.
/. Educators should learn Puerto Rican history:
Teachers wishing to engage Puerto Rican students and parents should consider
learning the history of the island of Puerto Rico. With this knowledge, they can better
understand their Puerto Rican students and their unique Puerto Rican identity formation.
2. Educators should look for ways to discuss Orgullo Boricua in the classroom:
Fostering Orgullo Boricua or Puerto Rican Pride may provide a way to reverse
the undervaluing of the Puerto Rican family and Puerto Rican identity by emphasizing
the strengths of the Puerto Rican Family and Puerto Rican culture. Culturally relevant
pedagogy is based on such values.
3. Educators should reach out to Puerto Rican families through personal
communication and home visits:
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The most important secret weapon in addressing short comings in Hispanic
attainment and achievement is unfortunately underutilized. The integrity, selfreliance, and closeness of the Hispanic family arc among the greatest assets that it
brings to the problem of educational improvement.
(Center for Latino Educational Excellence, 2003)
4. Educators should discuss their own personal views regarding class and race
with other educators:
First teachers and educators need to engage in “hard talk” (Cochran-Smith, 1997).
Hard talk refers to educators beginning to understand their own bias and preconceived
notions about the academic success of Puerto Rican students. Teachers and educators
need to assess their own beliefs about their Puerto Rican students and families, and work
to assess their beliefs about their students' potential for education achievement. Educators
need to look closely at how they reinforce these attitudes at the individual, collective, and
institutional level.
5. Educators should establish caring environments for student learning:
Many distinguished authors such as Antrop-Gonzalez (2005) and Nieto (1995,
2000) have focused on the importance of caring environments within schools;
environments like these may promote greater achievement opportunities for Puerto Rican
students. However, it is important to clarify that caring does not mean hugs and pats on
the back; rather, it means pushing students towards high achievement, having high
expectations, and checking in on students regularly (Rolon-Dow, 2006). Like the prior
research on Puerto Rican families, this study has also found that engaging Puerto Rican
families in schools and raising their levels parental involvement is critical to achieving
the reality of educational success for these Puerto Rican families and students.
6. Educators should create respectful learning environments that allow for Puerto
Rican students voices and words to be heard:
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In order to understand their students, teachers must strive to sec their students'
lives both in and out of the school setting. The most important first goal for a teacher
should be to create environments that arc welcoming to all students and that allow their
voices and words to be heard. As I interviewed and observed the families in this project,
I was personally touched by their respeto for education and educators, even when their
children have been underachieving.
Public education is very important for my children. They have not been very
successful in school, but 1 hope that in the future that they will have important
jobs and high education university.
(Ms. Santana, working class, mother, December, 2007)
Another mother stated:
Public Education is important for my child and other children. I feel that
education for my child and others is the best future of them and others
(Ms. Cappas, working class, mother, November, 2007)

Parcnt/Teacher Academies
Working to harness these strong convictions and this hope for a brighter future
should be the job of all educators working with Puerto Rican students. One intervention
may be to provide parental involvement courses through school-based academies that
focus on Puerto Rican culture and parental involvement. In this method, the traditional
roles of teachers and parents could be reversed. Parents could teach and share their
culture with teachers while teachers arc in the role of students.
As educators develop skills and knowledge regarding the Puerto Rican culture
with the Puerto Rican parents, there may be opportunities for educators to develop twoway learning. While parents teach educators about Puerto Rican culture and families,
educators could offer parents English vocabulary classes and adult basic English
language instruction. Such a combination would help to recognize the strength of the
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Puerto Rican family and the Puerto Rican culture, while addressing the need for nonSpanish speaking educators to become more culturally sensitive and aware of the Puerto
Rican culture. Such a class would provide an opportunity for non-English speaking
Puerto Rican parents to learn English and become more engaged and able to support their
child's academic success. Nieto (1995, 2000) suggests that courses that focus on parents
and teachers learning and sharing social, academic, and cultural skills together support
academic success. A formal parent/educator program could be a forum for parents to
learn more about Honors Programs, college and university preparedness, summer
programs, in-school supports and available community resources.
All of these recommendations would help to support the academic success of
Puerto Rican students.
Future Directions
The results of this study suggest that Puerto Rican parents possess great hope for
their children's educational success. Schools need to continue to recognize that the Puerto
Rican family can be a strong resource in improving Puerto Rican educational
achievement, although it is currently greatly undervalued.
However, to begin this improvement process, educators must learn more about the
strengths of the Puerto Rican family and the subtleties of the Puerto Rican culture. In this
way, educators will improve the current levels of Puerto Rican parental involvement
within schools.
One direction for future research would be to conduct a general study of how
Puerto Rican students view their educational experiences. This would provide
information about how Puerto Rican students perceive their relationship to their schools.
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As part of a study like this, it would be interesting to look at Puerto Rican children's
viewpoints regarding how their families support or do not support their education.
Another helpful quantitative study would be to develop a parental involvement
curriculum together with Puerto Rican parents, and then to test the curriculum. It would
be helpful to examine parental attitudes both pre-and post- program. Evaluating any
specific changes in parent beliefs and practices would also provide useful information to
measure how effective the curriculum would be in improving parent involvement and
impacting academic achievement.
Another useful study would be one that interviewed Puerto Rican students who
have disengaged from school to specifically understand what led them to drop out of
school.
Additionally, a general study that would look at Puerto Rican students in
alternative educational settings would be useful. Documenting how these alternative
students either succeed or fail in alternative settings would help to promote an
understanding of how alternative settings support or do not support academic success for
Puerto Rican students.
Also, a general study that would look at community based organizations offering
educational equivalency programs has merit. Learning more regarding the variety of
programming that such organizations provide and whether these programs support
improved academic success for Puerto Rican students would be important and useful in
examining whether smaller community based learning environments provide improved
academic outcomes for Puerto Rican students.
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Future investigations and projects might also be done with teachers and educators
to look at their voices and words regarding their unique experiences with Puerto Rican
students and families. It is important that we understand the other side of the story
through the eyes of the educators for us to have a fuller understanding of the challenges
of Puerto Rican parental involvement and student underachievement.
Summary
Puerto Rican underachievement remains a challenge particularly for large urban
districts in the Northeast of the United States where large Puerto Rican populations live.
A multiplicity of factors has been attributed to the low levels of academic success and
despairingly low high school graduation rates for Puerto Rican youths. Puerto Rican
home environments remain largely misunderstood by educators. Puerto Rican parental
involvement within our schools continues to remain very low.
Although Puerto Rican families and children have a strong sense of Orgullo
Boricua, most schools fail to embrace both the Puerto Rican language and culture. The
Spanish language and the cultural pride that many Puerto Ricans feel in their culture are
absent and not incorporated in schools attempts to outreach to Puerto Rican parents.
While within the larger community, there were clear tensions documented between the
white dominant culture and Puerto Rican families, schools may be perceived as
replicating these tensions and inequalities by not recognizing the importance of language
and culture within school programs and activities. Thus, Puerto Rican parents may
choose to have a very limited involvement or no involvement in schools.
Social class plays a significant role in how families respond to these tensions and
utilize resistant capital to overcome these perceived inequalities. When families feel
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subordinate to schools such as the LSES families, they remain disengaged. While
working class families may face challenges between work schedules and parental
involvement, they are more likely to approach teachers and administrators to support
their children. Professional class families utilize social capital through their networks and
community relationships to promote a lack of defeatism and high expectations for their
children in order for them to be successful in navigating the school community.
As a school administrator, I have observed and noted that schools and educators
resist to embrace programming that seeks to develop greater sensitivity to diverse groups.
There appears to be a fear and a lack of desire to more fully understand Puerto Rican
students and families, in addition to, other minority populations.
However, this fear may only be their lack of comfort with their own lack of
knowledge. I hope that this dissertation assists educators to rethink how they view Puerto
Rican families and parental involvement by shifting educators from using deficit models
to explain Puerto Rican parental involvement to one of educators more fully
understanding how different groups of Puerto Rican families perceive schools and how
educators can promote increased parental involvement. Increased resources are not
always the answer to solving educational problems. In order to impact our student’s
academic outcomes, we must take the time to understand our students and families. In
this way, we can build confianza or trust between our schools and our families. Through
promoting close relationships between educators, students, and families, we may be able
to reverse the current levels of academic underachievement within Puerto Rican students.
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APPENDIX A
CENSUS INFORMATION
Table 17: Census Information on Edueation Attainment by Race

Year

Male

African-American
Asian and
or Black
Pacific Islanders

White

All Races'
Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Hispanic2
Male

Female

Completed 4 Years or More of High School
I960

39.5

42.5

41.6

44.7

18.2

21.8

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

1970

51.9

52.8

54.0

55.0

30.1

32.5

N/A

N/A

37.9

34.2

1980

67.3

65.8

69.6

68.1

50.8

51.5

N/A

N/A

67.3

65.8

1990

77.7

77.5

79.1

79.0

65.8

66.5

84.0

77.2

50.3

51.3

20003

84.2

84.0

84.8

85.0

78.7

78.3

88.2

83.4

56.6

57.5

20023

83.8

84.4

84.3

85.2

78.5

78.9

89.5

85.5

56.1

57.9

20043

84.8

85.4

85.3

86.3

80.4

80.8

88.7

85.0

57.3

59.5

Completed 4 Years or More of College
1960

9.7

5.8

10.3

6.0

2.8

3.3

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

1970

13.5

8.1

14.4

8.4

4.2

4.6

N/A

N/A

7.8

4.3

1980

20.1

12.8

21.3

13.3

8.4

8.3

N/A

N/A

9.4

6.0

1990

24.4

18.4

25.3

19.0

1 1.9

10.8

44.9

35.4

9.8

8.7

20003

27.8

23.6

28.5

23.9

16.3

16.7

47.6

40.7

10.7

10.6

20023

28.5

25.1

29.1

25.4

16.4

17.5

50.9

43.8

11.0

11.2

20043

29.4

26.1

30.0

26.4

16.6

18.5

53.7

45.6

11.8

12.3

In percentages. N/A = not available.
The data in this table are for persons 25 years old and over, except where indicated, and are as of April 1
for each year.
1. Includes all other races, not shown separately.
2. Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race.
3. Beginning 1994, high school graduates and those with a BA degree or higher.

Note. From United States Census (2004)

168

APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (ENGLISH)
October 15, 2007
Dear Participant:
My name is Brian J. Rachmaciej, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst. As part of my graduate program, I need to complete a
dissertation which is a final research project.
1.

Your participation in this research study is voluntary, and you have the right to
withdraw lrom the study at any time. You are free to participate or not participate
in this study without prejudice.

2.

The research study will be examining Puerto Rican parent involvement. I am
interested in learning more regarding Puerto Rican parental involvement, and how
it impacts a child’s educational experience.

3.

During my study, I will be interviewing you and your family three times for two
hours. These interviews will be tape recorded to assist me with the analysis. Also,
I may be asking your permission to observe your family, your attendance at
any school meetings, and collecting information regarding your family to more
fully understand Puerto Rican parental involvement.

4.

Your name will not be used, and you will not be identified personally in any way.
Although, given the small size of this study, approximately 20 families, there is
some risk that you may be identified as a participant in this study.

5.

The information gained in this research will be used within my doctoral
dissertation, and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional
journals for publication. You have a right to review research material prior to
the final exam or other publication. You are free to participate or not participate
in this study without any prejudice.

Brian J. Rachmaciej
Doctoral Candidate

Study Participant

Date

Date
i
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APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (SPANISH)
El 15 dc Octubre de 2007
Estimado Participante:
Mi nombre es Brian J. Rachmaciej, y soy un candidato de nivel doctorado dentro de la
Universidad dc Massachusetts en Amherst. Como requisito de mi programa, necesito
terminal' una tesis lo cual es un proyecto de investigation para completar los requisitos de
mi programa de estudio.
1.

Su participation cn esta investigation es voluntaria, y Ud. tiene el deretho de
terminal' su participation en cualquier momento. Ud tiene la libcrtad de eligir a
participar o no participar en esta investigation sin prejuicio ninguno.

2

El proposito de esta investigation es explorar el rol de los padres pucrtorriqucnos
en la education de sus hijos. Particularmente, yo estoy investigando el rol de los
padres puertorriquenos y su envolvimiento en la estuela de sus hijos.

3.

Durante la investigation, yo entrevistare a Ud. y su familia ties veces para dos
horas. Estas entrevistas seran grabadas para ayudarme con el analisis final dc mi
estudio. Ademas, le pedire permiso observar su familia, observar su asistencia en
las reuniones escolares, y revisar information aditional sobre su familia al respeto
su envolvimiento en la escuela de sus hijos.

4.

No usare su nombre dentro de mis documentos, y Ud no sera identificado en
ninguna manera personal. Aunquc, debido al tamano pequeno de participantes en
este estudio, ccrca de 20 familias, hay un riesgo que Ud puede ser identificado
como un participante dentro del estudio.

5.

La information obtenida dentro dc esta investigation sera usado dentro de mi
tesis doctoral, y en tualquiera publication profesional o manuscrito
sometido para publication. Ud tiene el deretho de revisar los datos en mi
investigation antes de mi examen final o antes de publication de un artfculo si
Ud. desea.

Brian J. Rachmaciej
Candidato Doctoral

Participante en el estudio

Fee ha

Fee ha
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APPENDIX I)
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Demographic Information
Interview One

Family Information
Mother_Father_
Mother's educational level_Father’s educational level_
Mother's
employment_Familylncome_
Father's
employment_Income_
Health Insurance Coverage_
Address_City_
Zip Code_
Children both minor and adult:
Name

DOB

Grade

What language is the spoken in the home?

Observations:

171

School

How many years have you lived at the current address?

What was your prior address?

Have you visited Puerto Rico in the last year?

If yes, how many times? And who did you visit?

Do you have any Concerns Regarding Children’s Education?

What is the frequency of contact with child’s school and teacher?

Do any of your children receive special education?

Do any of your children have attendance issues or behavioral issues'
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Semi-structured Interview
Interviews Two and Three
1) Do you feel that public education is important for your child? How do you feel
about the education of your child and its relationship to their future?

2) Do you support your child's education? *

3) Do you visit your child's school?

4) Do you meet with your child’s teacher?

5) What is your role in your child’s education?

6) What are your expectations for your child's school behavior and achievement?
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7) How do you support these expectations?

8) Do you help your child with his/her homework?

9) What has been your experience with your child’s school?

10) Do you attend parent teacher nights?

11) Do you check and review your child’s school work?

12) What language do you speak to you child at home? Do you encourage your child
to speak English?*

13) What time does your child go to bed daily?

14) Do you have family close by?*
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15) How do you tell your child not to give up?*

16) Is your child involved in community activities?*

17) How do you l’cel about being Puerto Rican?*

18) Do you believe that your child can attend college?*

19) If your child wanted to drop out of school, what would you do?

20) Who can help you if you have a problem with your child in school'
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